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ABSTRACT
Carey, Mittie K. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. August 2012. The Freedom
Faith Speeches of Prathia L. Hall: Uncovering a Hybrid Rhetoric of Protest. Major
Professor: Sandra J. Sarkela.
Cultural hybridity is most prevalently revealed in cultures where racism starkly
exists, according to Homi K. Bhabba. The Jim Crow culture of the South during the Civil
Rights Movement was one such culture. To Bhabha, a hybridized racial identity emerges
when two polarized cultures are thrown together. I alter his perspective by arguing that a
hybridized rhetoric of protest emerged in the South before and during the Civil Rights
Movement, as evinced by the freedom faith expressions of activist, womanist, professor,
lecturer, and preacher Prathia L. Hall (1940–2002).
Hall first coined the phrase, freedom faith, in 1997, but described it as early as
1965 as she witnessed the courage and resilience of local Black residents and their
supporters in the Deep South in their fight against racial oppression. Hall believed that
these freedom fighters’ ability to blend their longing for freedom with their Christian
faith was the force that kept them in the struggle.
In this project, I demonstrate how a rhetoric of protest (freedom faith) was created
from this hybridization by analyzing the exigency, audience, and constraints of the
situation and Hall’s and others’ responses to them. Thus, I advance my argument for
freedom faith rhetoric as verbal or non-verbal responses to those oppressive situations
that placed the lives and/or livelihoods of Black activists in the South and their supporters
at risk before and during the Civil Rights Era.
By uncovering ten and transcribing nine unpublished speeches of Hall and
analyzing three of them in this work for evidence of freedom faith rhetoric after she left
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the Movement, I demonstrate her skillful use of such rhetorical devices and tropes as
example, mytho-logical appeal, temporality, repetition, and double-voicedness, a
component of Bakhtin’s hybridity theory. This justifies my identification of Hall as a
significant rhetorical figure of the Civil Rights Era and beyond. Further, my recovery of
the speeches makes it possible for me to achieve the final goal of this undertaking, the
recovery of Hall’s voice.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
In the Fall of 1962 on a clear September day, members of the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), congregants of Mt. Olive Baptist Church of Terrell
County, Georgia, and others, even perhaps Martin Luther King, Jr. and his associate
James Bevel, stood before the smoldering ruins of the Mount Olive church building, one
of three Black church structures that had been burned to the ground within a two-week
period. Bill Shipp, then state news editor for the Atlanta Constitution was moved by the
prayer of a young civil rights activist named Prathia LauraAnn Hall (1940 – 2002)1. “She
prayed for God to help the Negroes raise from the ashes the walls of Mount Olive
Church, Mount Mary’s Church, and Shady Grove Baptist Church. She prayed for God to
help those White men understand the Negro’s problem.” Then, says Shipp, “She turned
her face toward the sky and cried out in an emotion-filled voice, ‘We may not be free in
our lifetime but, Oh, God, Lord in Heaven, one day, we’re going to be free!’” This
impassioned prayer may be viewed as a preamble to Hall’s freedom faith rhetoric which,
she described almost forty years later in an interview with Blackside, Inc. for the PBS
documentary, This Far by Faith: African American Spiritual Journeys (This Far by
Faith):
The local people...had the wisdom of the ages, which they so generously
shared with us. They had lived in this system of brutal racial injustice all
of their lives, and for their generations past. And somehow, they found a
way to survive. Not only to remain physically alive, but to remain
psychically, and spiritually alive... [How] had they done that? They had
done that because each generation had passed on to the next generation
this thing that I call freedom faith. This sense that I'm not a nigger... I'm
1

Hall also spoke and wrote under the name Prathia Hall Wynn. I cite her under either
name in this project, as appropriate.
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not a gal, I'm not boy. I am God's child...And so they managed to live
amid those dangers, and to experience the brutality, and all the rest of it,
and still remain whole. Because their wholeness was something which
transcended the realities which they were living in their daily lives. And so
from somewhere beyond them and somewhere deeply within them came
this courage...to get up in a meeting, and say I’m afraid. It may cost my
job, it may cost my life, but I want to be free, and I want my children to be
free. So I'm going down to the courthouse, and I'm going to sign my name.
And I'm going to trust God to take me there, and I'm going to trust God to
bring me back. That's courage. That's faith. That's freedom faith (“Prathia
LauraAnn Hall” 28-29).
Hall is an unsung heroine whose voice is just being recovered. Her interview with
Marjorie Hope, published in the book, Youth against the World (1965), is the most
detailed rhetorical statement made by her during actual movement days. The only other
known sources for her words between 1962 and 1965—mere snippets of her writings and
spoken symbols, really—are housed in a 1962 SNCC report that she submitted when she
served as a field secretary in Terrell County, Georgia, statements from her that appeared
in some minutes of a SNCC meeting, and the archives of The New York Times, The
Philadelphia Tribune, The Atlanta Daily World, The Chicago Tribune, the Afro
American, a Baltimore newspaper, and several other publications. Although Hall appears
to have been silent from 1965 until 1980 when she declaimed a prayer and a sermon as a
speaker at Princeton Theological Seminary (see Appendix B), her son, DuBois Wynn
informs me that she was busy doing “the Lord’s work, preaching and proclaiming the
word of God at every opportunity (Personal Interview). Wynn also advises that his
mother always knew that she would attain the highest levels academically but that her
educational pursuits were severely hampered by an extremely stressful marriage, a
horrible car accident in 1985, and ultimately, the financial responsibility of caring for two
children as a single mother.
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But, my mother never wavered. Even after the car accident, which kept
her in traction for many months, I can remember her studying Greek from
flash cards from her hospital bed. She prioritized her efforts. She’d take a
class here and a class there because she believed that my sister’s and my
needs came ahead of her own. She saw to it that we had everything we
needed, even though it meant she had to work three and sometimes four
jobs at times (Personal Interview).
So, although Hall received her Masters and Doctor of Philosophy degrees late in
life, according to most academic standards, she saw to it that her son graduated from
Morehouse College, one of the most prestigious Black colleges in the nation, in 1992.
Hall’s son advises that from 1987 until the time of her death, Hall was in high demand as
a public speaker and delivered sermons and lectures throughout the United States and
abroad. She always lived up to her reputation as a passionate and fiery orator. In 1998,
she participated in a forum entitled “Struggle for Civil Rights” sponsored by the
Department of Education of the John F. Kennedy Library. Likewise, in 2000, the Public
Broadcasting System (PBS) interviewed and featured her in “Freedom Faith,” Episode
Four of their documentary, This Far by Faith: African-American Spiritual Journeys.
Although Hall passed away before it aired in 2003, the documentary helped secure her
legacy as a courageous spokeswoman for social justice, which was her political impetus,
and as a proclaimer of the gospel of Jesus Christ, which was the foundation of her faith.
In 2005, Donna Allen selected some of Hall’s sermons for analysis in her 2005
dissertation and the following year, Stacey M. Floyd-Thomas selected Hall as one of the
women to whom she dedicated her book, Deeper Shades of Purple: Womanism in
Religion and Society. Most recently, editors Frank A. Thomas and Martha Simmons reprinted her sermon “Between the Wilderness and a Cliff” in their anthology, Preaching
with Sacred Fire: An Anthology of African American Sermons, 1750 to the Present
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(2010), and Faith S. Holsaert, et al, included two of Hall’s written narratives, “Bloody
Selma” and “Freedom – Faith” as chapters in their book, Hands on the Freedom Plow:
Personal Accounts by Women in SNCC (2010). Thus, freedom faith, the term that Hall
vivified while writing her dissertation (1998) and the basis of her rhetorical legacy, lives.
This project also made it possible for me to uncover ten and transcribe nine
unpublished speeches of Hall, which she gave between 1980 and 2000. The three orations
that I analyze in this work demonstrate Hall’s skillful use of such rhetorical devices and
tropes as example, comparison, mytho-logical appeal, narration, temporality, repetition,
and double-voicedness, a component of Bakhtin’s hybridity theory. Her artistic invention
and delivery in all nine speeches justify my identification of her as a significant rhetorical
figure of the Civil Rights Era and beyond. Further, my recovery of the speeches makes it
possible for me to achieve the final goal of this undertaking, the recovery of Hall’s voice.
In this dissertation, I further amplify Hall’s voice by arguing that freedom faith
was a specific form of protest rhetoric that resulted from the hybridization of Black
freedom and Black religious rhetorics. For Hall and other Black civil rights
spokespersons, the Exodus narrative was the most prevalent form of the latter. I argue
that the hybridization of these two rhetorics explicates the driving force behind the many
life-endangering responses to White supremacists and other oppressive factions by local
civil rights activists and members of SNCC during the Civil Rights Movement from
1960-1965. I show that Hall also responded with freedom faith rhetoric to other situations
that jeopardize the livelihood and lifestyles (if not the lives) of African Americans
beyond the Civil Rights Era.
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My aim is to analyze the rhetorical situations (Lloyd F. Bitzer 1968) that
prompted Hall’s freedom faith expressions from 1962 through 1965, the years she
actively worked with SNCC, and from 1980 through 2000 after she left the organization
and became a children’s advocate, minister and a professor.
Statement of the Rhetorical Problem
While historical accounts of African American women who risked and often gave
their lives in the fight for freedom are numerous, the record of their speeches, whether
written or delivered orally, is disproportionately low. Paula S. Giddings’ (1984) accounts
of the actions of a slave named Maria who, in 1681, attempted to burn down the home of
her master in Massachusetts (39), the unnamed Newton, Long Island, slave woman who
was involved in a revolt that left seven White persons dead in 1708 (39), the 1741
execution of a slave named Kate for attempting arson against the entire community of
Charleston, Massachusetts (40), and of Nancy Prosser who was at her husband Gabriel’s
side as they led thousands of slaves in a revolt in Richmond, Virginia, in 1800 are now
documented in the annals of history.
Ladrica Menson-Furr (2008) has noted that
Historians have documented that during the Transatlantic slave trade and
period of American Slavery (1619-1865), African Americans organized,
battled their oppressors, and fought—physically and legally—for the
rights to vote, educate their children, purchase their family members and
own land (9).
This means that the resolute response of enslaved Black women to be free did not
always culminate in their executions during the epoch of slavery in America. Jenny Slew
and Elizabeth Freeman of Massachusetts and others took legal action to secure their
freedom in the late eighteenth century (40). Phyllis Wheatley, the enslaved published
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poet, gained an audience with President George Washington to plead the cause against
slavery and is said to have made such a case for the abilities of Blacks that it affected
Washington’s decision to conscript Black men in to the Continental Army (41) as a
means of earning their freedom once the war ended. More drastically, enslaved Black
women imbibed “medicinal potions” or took other measures to abort unborn babies rather
than bring them into the dehumanizing system of slavery (46). Yet, with the exception of
Wheatley, these women were not given voice, or, if they were, their words were not
preserved. There is no record of statements from the defendants, no famous last words, or
accompanying speeches. So, while these events positively reflect what these women did,
they negatively bear witness to the paucity of a rhetorical record of what they said.
Sandra J. Sarkela, Susan Mallon Ross, and Margaret A. Lowe (2003) observe that
“[S]peech-making has served as one of the most important mechanisms through which
Americans have created or stifled social change” (xv). The fact that the known speeches
of Black women who fought for their freedom during slavery, antebellum, abolition, and
reconstruction periods are not proportionate to their recorded historical contributions
strongly indicates that there are gaps in the rhetorical records related to those
contributions. Except for Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, Anna Julia Haywood Cooper,
Victoria Earle Matthews, and Ida B. Wells – slave-born women – and their free-born
sisters, Maria W. Stewart, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, and Mary Church Terrell,
additional records are scarce if they exist at all. The research of Sarkela, et al., reveals
that “Women from all walks of life, regions, ethnicities, and social classes” (xvi) spoke
publicly on various issues. But, their speeches have been overlooked for centuries, their
rhetoric ignored, their voices silenced.
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Further, in the 1960s, one hundred years after the Emancipation Proclamation was
signed, Hall and other “daughters” of the aforementioned women continued the fight for
freedom during the Civil Rights Movement. A few them—Ella Baker, Rosa Parks, and
Fannie Lou Hamer as examples—have escaped their prisons of obscurity and have been
given the credit due them in recent years, at least partially. Prathia Hall and countless
others have not. Even though she and capable women activists like her supportively
linked arms with male activists as they protested on numerous southern streets in
Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia, the women had to fight for the right to link arms with
the male leaders at the front of the line during the March on Washington on August 28,
1963. Even then, they were not given voice on that memorable day. Pauli S. Murray
noted, “It was bitterly humiliating for Negro women on August 28 to see themselves
accorded little more than token recognition for the historic March on Washington. Not a
single woman was invited to make one of the major speeches or to be part of the
delegation of leaders who went to the White House.” Capable speakers like Baker, who
renowned civil rights activist Robert Moses named the Fundi (Grant) and indeed, my
dissertation subject, Prathia Hall, who was so gifted in the use of words that she assisted
in drafting the famous though controversial speech that Congressman John Lewis
delivered that day (Lewis 238) were present but, for all intents and purposes, were pushed
aside.
These women and countless others like them filled unheralded though significant
roles as teachers, organizers, field leaders, and, in a few isolated instances, local and
national spokeswomen throughout the Movement. But, because of their unrecognized
contributions to the struggle, supporting documentation, such as their writings, speeches,
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recordings, and other forms of discourse, are not easily accessed, if they exist at all.
Thus, like their foremothers, not only have their historical contributions been obscured,
so has much of their rhetoric. Giddings, Vicki L. Crawford, Jacqueline Anne Rouse, and
Barbara Woods (1990), Darlene Clark Hine (1994), Belinda Robnett (1997), and other
pioneering women and men are now celebrated for daring to tell the history of the
Movement from a woman’s perspective but Davis W. Houck and David E. Dixon (2009)
are among the few authors have collected and/or analyzed the speeches of women civil
rights activists. Scholarly work in un-muffling the silenced voices of the women of the
Civil Rights Movement, like Hall, has barely begun; there is still much to be studied,
analyzed and recorded about them. But, although I am as concerned with this oversight as
I am impressed by Hall’s accomplishments, these were not the overriding factors in my
decision to feature her in my research. I ultimately made the decision to focus on her
rhetoric because I, too, am an African American, a woman, a preacher and a scholar who
has faced discrimination in the first three of these areas and have been cautioned to
expect it in the fourth area. I fully understand the challenges that Hall must have faced at
the intersection of these oppressive biases and I share her concern for the attainment of
social justice and equality for Blacks, especially Black women. Uncovering Hall’s
rhetoric has generated a kind of catharsis in me and has simultaneously reinvigorated my
empathetic understanding for women who have been marginalized and disenfranchised
because of race, gender, and non-traditional career endeavors. That I have joined Allen in
placing Hall at the center of my dissertation research may be viewed as a testament
against such oppression and as an avenue for continuing the discussion on how it can be
eradicated.
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Review of Literature
Mikhail Bakhtin viewed hybridization as “a mixture of two social languages
within the limits of a single utterance, an encounter, within the arena of an utterance,
between two different linguistic consciousnesses, separated from one another by an
epoch, by social differentiation, or by some other factor (qtd. in Zappen, “Mikhail
Bakhtin” 12). Hall’s description of freedom faith in the opening paragraph does not
perfectly match this view, but, Bakhtin’s broad caveats on the mixing of utterances or
social languages and his inclusion of “mixture of two languages... by some other factor
(italics are mine)” opened the door for broader research, as this review of literature
demonstrates. As it relates to this project, Hall consistently speaks the words freedom and
faith as a single utterance, rather than as two distinct words. By so doing, she, too, creates
a mixture, not of two social languages but of two belief systems, one sociopolitical and
one religious. Thus, Hall’s intentional hybridization of the two words guides the analyst
to encounter a newly formed rhetoric, freedom faith rhetoric.
In the opening paragraph of this project, Hall describes freedom faith,
summarized here, as the combined stimuli behind the life-endangering involvement of
local Blacks of the South in the freedom struggle. By combined stimuli, I mean that the
desire for freedom alone was not sufficient to keep indigent Blacks in the struggle; nor
was their faith, standing alone. As Hall implicitly suggests, the hybridization of both of
these belief systems into one was necessary to motivate the local freedom fighters to stay
in the struggle, regardless of the risks. Her description adds credence to my argument that
freedom faith was a hybrid rhetoric of protest against racial oppression by African
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Americans from slavery through the Civil Rights Era through actions that placed their
lives or livelihoods at risk.
Such actions were often followed by a spoken or written response. Thus, I define
freedom faith rhetoric as the verbal or non-verbal response to the urgent situation of
Blacks in America that demonstrate the hybridization of their deeply-rooted Christian
faith with their fight for freedom from racism and related forms of oppression through
actions that place(d) their lives or livelihood in jeopardy before, during, and after the
Civil Rights Era.
Before offering additional evidence to support my argument, I must explain the
basis of it. I do this by connecting my thesis with the perspectives of literary theorists and
scholars (Mikhail M. Bakhtin, Homi K. Bhabha, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Houston A.
Baker, Jr., Brannon Costello, and Jack Butler), and rhetoric and communication theorists
and scholars (Michael Leff, Susan McFarlane-Alvarez, Kenneth Burke, Karlyn Kohrs
Campbell, Rakesh M. Bhatt, Darrel Enck-Wanzer, R. Allen Harris, Jan Nederveen
Pieterse, James P. Zappen, and others).
At the end of any scholarly debate surrounding Mikhail M. Bakhtin’s
contributions to linguistic and literary theories, interlocutors agree that he is one of the
persons who, as R. Allen Harris has states (21), has “most ably charted” the successes,
oddities, contradictions, and diversions of communication. Bakhtin believed that
…to fail to consider the peculiarities of generic subcategories of speech in
any area of linguistic study leads to perfunctoriness and excessive
abstractness, distorts historicity of the research, and weakens the link
between language and life (“The Problem” 99).
Additionally, Dale E. Peterson notes that when Bakhtin’s work was first
translated from Russian to English in 1973, contemporary literary scholars and theorists
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welcomed his impartiality to both old and new forms of linguistic analytical theories
because his insistence upon an ambivalent perspective provides a way for analysts to
interpret the salient expressions and speeches of marginalized and previously ignored
individuals (89).
Although Bakhtin’s contributions to rhetoric are often debated because of his lack
of direct support for the discourse and rhetoric of these uncanonized groups, African
American literary theorist Henry Louis Gates, Jr., with the backing of Peterson, agree
with his principle of heteroglossia, that is, a “multiplicity of voices” (Zappen, “Mikhail
Bakhtin” 10), that which Bakhtin positions as an intricate convergence of diverse
rhetorical expression. Thus, Gates’ “The Signifying Monkey and the Language of
Signifyin(g): Rhetorical Difference and the Orders of Meaning,”2 along with Peterson’s
“Response and Call: The African American Dialogue with Bakhtin and what it
Signifies,” are undergirded by Bakhtin’s work, which may be viewed as part of the
foundation of my expanded notion of the creation of a new rhetoric when two existing
rhetorics are hybridized.
Further, in his essay, “Mikhail Bakhtin as Rhetorical Theorist,” Charles I.
Schuster stresses that “for Bakhtin…the word is a mirror image of consciousness that is
forever in flux; thus it continually refracts the brilliant light of analysis that is
concentrated upon it” (9). By this he means that Bakhtin dispels classical and traditional
forms of analyzing rhetoric—both written and oral—and leans towards more
contemporary methods, of which the hybridization of utterances is one. In this concept,

Quotation marks are correct. This is the title of Chapter Two in Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s
The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1988), 44-88.
2
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Bakhtin recognizes linguistic hybridity as one speaker’s blending of two or more kinds of
speech and asserts that life itself is dialogic and that an individual participates “with eyes,
lips, hands, soul, spirit, with his whole body and deeds” (Farmer xiv). I am proposing that
this is what Hall responded to and exemplified through her freedom faith speeches.
Post-colonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha has expanded Bakhtin’s work in the area
of hybridization to include his theory of cultural hybridity where a dialogical third space
is created when two cultures are merged. This is what Zappen refers to as “a rhetorical
process of cultural negotiation” (9) and what Bhabha himself views as a denial of “the
sovereignty of self” (213). In his 1990 interview with Jonathan Rutherford, Bhabha
enlightens that cultural hybridity is most prevalently revealed in cultures where racism
starkly exists. The Jim Crow culture of the South into which Prathia Hall entered in 1962
was one such culture. Whereas to Bhabha, a hybridized racial identity emerges when two
polarized cultures are thrown together, my proposal alters his perspectives and argues for
the emergence of a hybridized rhetoric within that same type of culture, given certain
rhetorical situations, even when two existing rhetorics are not necessarily oppositional
but are different.
In his critical essay, “Third Spaces and First Places: Jack Butler’s Jujitsu for
Christ and Hybridity in the US South,” Brannon Costello cites some of the arguments for
and against hybridity as a concept that individuals of this post-modern age can use to
better understand themselves and the world. Relying upon the work of Bhabha, Costello
presents pros and cons of hybridity as expressed by contemporary Southern literature
scholars Robert Young and Aijaz Ahmad.
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Susan L. McFarlane-Alvarez was also influenced by Bhabha’s third space
concept, so much so that it led to her exploration of how hybridity in media is used to
interpellate television viewing audiences of Trinidad and Tobago into becoming
Trinbagonians or representatives of both cultures. By arguing that the third space of
otherness promotes new positions of power for the newly called people, she is able to
explain the newly-acquired cultural ethos for the indigenous people of post-colonial
Trinidad and Tobago. This is similar to the way in which Rakesh M. Bhatt views codeswitching of the Hindi and Indian English languages in newspapers, a practice that has
created a third space for negotiation which resulted in the emergence of hybrid identities
in India.
Also relying upon Bakhtin’s theory of hybridity, communication scholars Terry
Marafiote and Emily Plec explore ways in which everyday individuals use
“socioideological language (s) to describe and explain their understanding of, and
relationship with, the natural world” (51). Covering a broad spectrum of theories,
specifically, environmental communication, internal dialogism and hybridity, organic
hybridity in discourse about the natural world, and strategic hybridity, their work “From
Dualism to Dialogism: Hybridity in Discourse about the Natural World” serves as a
paradigm of diverse applications of Bakhtin’s theory of hybridity and thus supports my
proposal to extend it to include rhetoric.
Darrel Enck-Wanzer (2008) argues that a radical democratic vision can never be
realized without a hybridization of ethical and political values of freedom and equality
for all. This aesthetic is founded upon rhetoric and ideology “not only in particular
discourses from multiple traditions but also in the intersection of those traditions” (461),
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says Enck-Wanzer. Enck-Wanzer describes intersectional rhetoric as one that is created at
the point where various speaking styles and forms meet. I place freedom faith rhetoric
into this category.
As social science professor Jan Nederveen Pieterse has pointed out, any
discussions about hybridity are meaningless without previously established origins. For
the purposes of this dissertation, those origins are freedom rhetoric and Exodus narrative.
More specifically, scholarly research of the history and culture of African
American people by historians Albert J. Raboteau, Carter G. Woodson, and Paula
Giddings and academicians Darlene Clark Hine, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Gary S.
Selby and others has revealed that the institutional African American Church has been
the foundation on which the struggle for freedom has rested.
In his work, Martin Luther King and the Rhetoric of Freedom, Selby argues that
the Exodus narrative was an important part of the success of the Civil Rights Movement.
He clarifies that the purpose of his book is to demonstrate that “the development and
ultimate success of the Civil Rights Movement resulted, at least in part, from the way
Martin Luther King, evoked this deeply held cultural narrative to create the sense that
Blacks were reliving the Exodus in their own day” (10). Selby asserts that this evocation
did not originate with the Movement. It was interwoven into the abolition rhetoric of the
slave spirituals Steal Away to Jesus, Go Down Moses, and others, as well as into the lived
and spoken rhetoric of abolitionists Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth
and other Black leaders dedicated to the cause of freedom. Selby’s critical analysis of
several of King’s Exodus narratives highlights the importance of faith in the Exodus of
the Bible in movement strategies. In another article, “Mocking the Sacred: Frederick
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Douglass’s ‘Slaveholder’s Sermon’ and the Antebellum Debate over Religion and
Slavery,” Selby cites Kenneth Burke’s exploration of how people use language to
facilitate some kind of order in their lives and how that desire for order is interpreted into
the larger social structure that Stuart Hall refers to as culture (327). Burke contends that
this structure is hierarchical and that it is permeated with “a sense of sacredness” (327)
which is perceived to be violated when something is said or done to upset the social
order. Burke’s solution to this dilemma, which he refers to as “perspective by
incongruity” (327), involves taking a word that is normally associated with one setting
and reapplying its meaning to another setting is not directly related to the hybridization of
rhetorics. But, it does place Burke on the side of those who, in Selby’s words, believe that
new meanings to words are attained when they are placed in certain altered settings.
Likewise, Burke’s hyphenated term, “anarcho-syndicalism” (Grammar 347) is an
example of a subject becoming modified after two terms are combined. Burke explains
that the first term, anarcho is ideal and is related to “soul” and the second term,
syndicalism is worldly and is related to “body.” This combined terminology is quite
similar to Hall’s freedom as “political” and her faith as “religious.”
Indeed, Prathia Hall herself marvels at the endurance of “Africans on American
soil” in her dissertation and, like Selby, credits this accomplishment to the institutional
African American Church, seeing it as “critical to African American survival,
development, and continuing struggle for freedom” (9). Thus, I rely upon Burke, Selby,
Lorraine Toussaint (narrator, This Far by Faith), and, of course, Hall to emphasize the
role of faith in the Civil Rights Movement and to strengthen my proposal that the
hybridization of words of freedom with words of faith has been the motivating force
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behind African American progenitors’ risky and radical activism for social justice “for
generations past” (“Prathia LauraAnn Hall” 28).
In distinctive ways, I view the work of Herbert W. Simons’ and Karlyn Kohrs
Campbell on the organizational structure of movements as launching pads to my concept
of freedom faith as a hybridized form of protest rhetoric. Simons aptly describes external
and internal pressures that leaders of the Civil Rights Movement faced and demonstrates
how these forces, though extreme, were integral to the fulfillment of movement goals.
From a different perspective, Campbell challenges Simon’s narrow concept of a
persuasive movement centered on one particular leader and instead offers the component,
“conscious-raising” (400), which is activated through small-group discussions where the
feelings and experiences of all participants are solicited. Campbell’s viewpoint on
conscious-raising would most likely have been shared by Prathia Hall and other members
of SNCC who were mentored by Ella Baker and who learned and embraced a groupcentered leadership philosophy from her.
Of equal value to my research is Campbell’s notion of confrontative strategies
which are designed to shake up the status quo. So, although Campbell does not link the
struggles of women with the struggles of African Americans, her precision in dispelling
classical concepts of what rhetoric is makes room for my expansion of the characteristics
of a hybrid protest rhetoric. Additionally, Campbell’s and Kathleen Hall Jamieson’s
article, “Rhetorical Hybrids: Fusions of Generic Elements” in which the authors expound
upon the combined presence of more than one Aristotlean genre of rhetoric (epideictic,
forensic, or deliberative) in certain situations is just as valuable to this project.
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Whereas Campbell fails to connect women’s liberation with Black liberation,
Diane Schaich Hope (1995) does not. From areas of compatibility, such as the yearning
for visibility in a society that does not see them, to schisms of difference, such as the
existential struggle for economic survival for Blacks as compared to what Linda LaRue
and other scholars view as the superficial struggle of “the White woman who is tired
of…Miss Clairol telling her that blondes have more fun” (19), the article carefully maps
the connectors (and dividers) of the two movements. More salient to my work, however,
is Hope’s claim that Black rhetoric, like Campbell’s women’s liberation rhetoric,
concentrates on raising the consciousness of an already existent potentially powerful
group.
Rosetta E. Ross, author of Witnessing and Testifying: Black Women, Religion,
and Civil Rights, explores religion as moral practice in her compendium of the religious
rhetoric of several Black women in their struggle for civil rights, including Diane Nash,
Ella Baker, and Fannie Lou Hamer. All of these women were contemporaries of Prathia
Hall during the Civil Rights Movement and their faith philosophies support Ross’s
argument that
Black women’s civil rights activism is their female enactment of Black
religious values that reflected an internal concern for the Black
community’s survival and flourishing and a related external concern to
address society’s formal and conventional sources of inequality” (xiii).
Like Hall, all of these women risked their lives on more than one occasion during
the movement. By examining the rhetorical situations that prompted some of their
rhetoric, I am able to broaden my hybridity theory on freedom faith.
Alice Markowitz, producer, director, and writer of This Far by Faith, contributed
much to my research. Of particular relevance is Episode Four, “Freedom Faith,” which
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captures Hall’s ethos during an in-depth interview and her eloquence in her sermon of the
same name (“Freedom Faith”), which is heard at the end of the episode.
Lloyd F. Bitzer’s work on rhetorical situation provides a previously untested
means of conducting critical analyses on the exigent contexts of Hall’s speeches. African
Americans living in the South in the 1960s were forced to exist in a context of
dehumanization, discrimination, and day-to-day survival. In parallel, like many of them,
Hall was nurtured on Christian principles, so much so that her life was directed by an
ethos of morality and equality, which was expressed through her activism for social
justice. Bitzer’s work provides a scholarly method of focusing on the urgent and
controlling situations that prompted Hall’s faith-based rhetorical responses. Additionally,
and in light of the fact that much of her discourse from the 1960s has been lost, a study of
rhetorical situations surrounding them becomes even more significant.
Michael Leff, a lead proponent of textual criticism (close reading) as an analytical
tool, notes that “Textual criticism sustains a narrower focus than other types of criticism,
but does so in order to concentrate on the fundamental operations of rhetorical language”
(230). Leff believed strongly in this concept but he and other scholars were also
concerned over textual criticism’s propensity to exclude political and social influences on
the speech and other extensional factors from the analyst’s consideration. As an example,
Robert E. Terrill, as quoted by Andre E. Johnson, proposes that “A single-minded
concentration on particulars...may tend to promote its own kind of formalism—readings
that isolate the text and constrain interpretation within the orbit of the text’s own
construction” (diss. 39). While Hall’s known speeches of the 1960s are short responses to
exigent situations, her speeches from 1980 through 2000 were full texts, purposefully
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designed and constructed for audience impact. Reviewing the scholarship of Leff, Terrill,
Johnson, and other scholars provided a way for me to consider the intentionality as well
as the extensionality of Hall’s freedom faith speeches and to support my argument for
freedom faith as a hybrid rhetoric of protest that endured beyond the Civil Rights Era.
Jacqueline Jones Royster informs us that oral histories “are significant to the
process whereby African American women developed cravings to participate in public
discourse and to effect social and political change” (10). DoVeanna S. Fulton Minor and
Reginald Pitts’ (2010) concurrence with Royster’s suggestion and their assertion that oral
histories should be viewed as “frameworks through which Black women view themselves
and the world” (4) are possible remedies to the historical practice of neglecting the voices
of Black women. Through the examination of their oral histories, we are better able to
understand the rhetorical situations in which history-making African American women
like Hall found themselves. Further, reviewing Hall’s oral account of her time in the Civil
Rights Movement has proven to be of immense value in understanding the writings and
speeches that she produced in later years. This review was possible because, although she
did lot leave an autobiography and her full speeches from the 1960s have not been
recovered, she did participate in several interviews in the 1960s and in three additional
ones prior to her death in 2002. As a result, we are left with a rich oral account of several
germane events in her life. Thus, she would be an excellent model for testing the
relevancy of Minor’s and Royster’s theories on the salience of oral histories to the field
of rhetoric beyond this project.
James Jasinski explains that Kenneth Burke did not discuss transcendence to learn how
humans can move beyond differences but to “call…attention to a pervasive aspect of
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human life and the discursive practices that sustain it” (589). In other words, Burke’s
focus was on the rhetorical aspect of transcendence as a means of resolving conflicts and
not on the causes or effects of transcendence itself. Similarly, Antonio de Velasco
observes that in order for a government of the people to maintain its collective identity,
its citizens must, at minimum, be able to imagine themselves as part of unit that is able to
govern itself. de Velasco argues further that, “...for any call to transcendence to gain
adherence in a given case, citizens must also make pleas for assent that inevitably stoke
further divisions, if only on the conceptual or semantic level between notions that are
always themselves ambiguous and contested...”(5).
Brian R. Betz, who analyzes transcendence as (1) humans’ need for perfection,
(2) the “Ultimates” (28) or goals that humans seek to attain through transcendence, and
(3) the role that rhetoric plays in humans’ attainment of those goals (28), and Zappen
(2009), who views transcendence as “a way of resolving contradictions and reconciling
opposites” (“Kenneth Burke” 282) also build on the work of Burke.
But Gray Matthews and other scholars have formulated their views on
transcendence from other sources, such as Matthews’ reliance on Henry David Thoreau
in his comparison of the insights of Thomas Merton and Henry Bugbee on transcendence.
As Hall and her co-participants in the civil rights struggle risked livelihood, limb, and life
for the cause of social justice, I believe they experienced transcendence through their
ability to see beyond the reality of a painful or undesirable now to the dream of an
affirming or improved then. That is why I was compelled to research this spiritual
phenomenon to some degree and to include my thoughts on it in the dissertation.
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Methodology
I have three goals that I wish to accomplish in this project. First, I want to
demonstrate how a hybridized rhetoric of protest (freedom faith) was created when
African Americans blended their religious beliefs with their desire to be liberated from
racial oppression before and during the Civil Rights Movement. Second, I want to
establish that Hall’s freedom faith, which, I argue was both an action of protest and an
oral response to such an action, was extant during the Movement and beyond. Last, I
simply wish to recover the voice of Hall.
I accomplish these goals by conducting a critical analysis of the urgent and
compelling rhetorical situation that Blacks in the South faced during slavery and through
the early 1960s and Hall’s responses to them for evidence of her hybridized freedom faith
rhetoric. Close scrutiny of exigency, audience, and constraints within the response are
assessed within my analysis. Additionally, through textual criticism (close reading) of
Hall’s full speeches between 1980 and 2000, I unveil the meticulous invention, rhetorical
strategies and artistic delivery that she employs. Inclusion of both methods of analysis
provides a way for me to demonstrate the intentionality as well as the extensionality of
Hall’s freedom faith rhetoric over time and to substantiate my argument for freedom faith
as a hybridized rhetoric of protest that lasted throughout the Civil Rights Era and beyond.
Preview of Chapters
In Chapter One of this dissertation, I have provided my rationale for centering my
research on Prathia Hall by pointing out the dearth of scholarly research on the speeches
of African American women during the Civil Rights Era and centuries prior. I have
attempted to connect my concept of her hybridized rhetoric with that of numerous other

21

scholars in the fields of literature and communication, and have explained why hybridity,
situational accounts, textual criticism, oral history, and transcendence perspectives are
integral to my work. In short, this chapter has laid the groundwork for the remaining
chapters, which I preview below.
I have titled Chapter Two, “Born with a Mission.” In it, I review Hall’s rhetorical
and intellectual formation. I share her first experience with racial discrimination as a
young child and its significance in the shaping her world view. Additionally, I relay
pertinent facts about her high school years, her civil rights activism prior to and after her
migration to the South, her relationship with her parents and other key persons in her life,
and the ways in which these dynamics informed her rhetoric.
I begin Chapter Three, “Mission (Im)possible: 3 The Freedom Faith Speeches of
Prathia L. Hall, 1962–1963)” with a review of hybridity from the perspective of leading
scholars in the field of communication. I follow with an overview of SNCC, the civil
rights organization with which Hall was affiliated. I then begin my analysis of Hall’s
rhetoric and how it relates to rhetorical situation. I approach this step by examining (1)
the imperfections or societal defects that had to be changed if Blacks were to attain civil
rights, (2) the complex audience which was necessary to mediate the change, (3) the
constraining influences that Hall as rhetor and her audience as mediators faced, and (4)
Hall’s freedom faith responses and the responses of others to exigent situations that
occurred during slavery, the Jim Crow Era, and the early 1960s. I include Hall’s
perspectives on the rural South as expressed in a SNCC Field Report covering February
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I explain my rationale for using parentheses in Chapter Three.
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23 through March 9, 1963, and her speeches while she was in Atlanta as recorded in
Grady-Willis’ book (2006).
Chapter Four, “The Mission Continues: Hall’s Freedom Faith Speeches, 1964 –
1965, is a continuum of Chapter Three. The breadth of information dictated that I
compile two chapters, rather than one. The scholars upon whom I rely are Branch (1998),
Hope (1965) Lynne Olson (2001), Barbara Ransby (2003), Jacqueline Jones Royster
(2000), and others.
In Chapter Five, “No Longer in the South But Still in Egypt: Hall’s Freedom
Faith Speeches, 1990–2000,” I continue my analysis of Hall’s discourse through a close
reading of a workshop address and two sermons that she gave after she left the Civil
Rights Movement. Probing the connection between Hall’s freedom faith rhetoric and her
emergence into the professoriate, I analyze her declamation sermon, “Let My People Go”
given at Princeton Theological Seminary in 1980 and her workshop speech to Black
seminarians at Princeton Theological Seminary in 1990 titled “Dare We Preach?” I also
examine her sermon, “Freedom Faith,” which she delivered at Brown Chapel African
Methodist Episcopal Church in 2000. I chose to conduct a close reading of the speeches
as my primary method of conducting these analyses. The scholarly insights of Leff,
Schuster, Gates, Kimberly Patrice Johnson, Michael Osborn, and Mark Lawrence
McPhail and David A. Frank, assist me greatly in this chapter, along with other scholars.
In Chapter Six, I offer a summary of the chapters, implications of my work, and
my thoughts on Hall’s legacy.
The dissertation concludes with twelve appendices: a poem by Wilda Morris
eulogizing Hall, my complete transcriptions of six unpublished sermons, another
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unpublished sermon originally transcribed by Jamila Wignot, three unpublished lectures,
and a timeline of the freedom faith journey of Blacks in America.
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CHAPTER 2
BORN WITH A MISSION
In this chapter, I discuss Hall’s childhood and college years, her early association
with SNCC, her intellectual development and accomplishments, and the influence of
Nannie Helen Burroughs and Ella Baker on her rhetoric. I also include a brief description
of her role as mother to her two children and comments from Michael Eric Dyson, Renita
Weems, Shelia Michaels, and Wilda Morris about how she influenced them and others.
By tracing the origins of Hall’s freedom and faith beliefs to the home and religious
contexts of her formative years, I show that her influencers spoke of freedom from
oppressive segregation for Blacks often as they modeled lives of faithful Christian and
social activists. This connection serves as the foundation for my argument that Hall
witnessed this same type of hybridization by local Black protesters who faced livelihood
or life-threatening situations in the Deep South in the early 1960s and later defined it as
freedom faith.
The Early Years
Hall was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1940 to the Reverend Berkeley
and Mrs. Ruby Hall. Her father, a Baptist minister, was also committed to the fight for
racial justice. On the day Hall was born, he prophesied the year of her birth as the
beginning of the rise of oppressed people all over the world, particularly people of color.
Hall said, “It was in that kind of ethos that I was nurtured for the Freedom Movement”
(“Freedom Faith,” transcript). Family pictures from Hall’s early years reflect a happy,
smiling baby Prathia in the arms of her doting father, an elementary school-age Prathia
posing for school pictures, and an adolescent Prathia, already an accomplished musician
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and singer, sitting at a piano after a musical recital. Throughout her childhood, Hall’s
parents emphasized the importance of speaking well to their four children, Berkeley, Jr.,
Theresa, Prathia, and Betty, and they personally began to train them in elocution and
speech delivery. "My parents trained us in elocution. They stressed that gifts take work.
They put a great deal of effort into making sure that we spoke well," Prathia explained
during a 1998 interview for inSpire Magazine (3).
Hall’s parents also instilled strong Christian beliefs and an equally strong sense of
racial pride in their children. The pulpit of her father’s church served as Hall’s training
ground for public speaking. The church not only “helped build young people up to be
strong in the face of racism…it was a wonderful place for growing” said Hall in inSpire.
Church members found great delight in hearing young Prathia’s voice from behind the
lectern as she articulately read the scripture even before she was tall enough to be seen.
Hall’s parents placed an equal amount of effort into teaching their children about
the evils of racial discrimination and into ensuring that they were prepared to successfully
combat it. Berkeley, Sr. and Ruby enrolled Prathia and the rest of their children in
schools outside their neighborhood and saw to it that they were exposed to vocal lessons,
piano training, and musical concerts sponsored by the Society for Ethical Culture in
Philadelphia (inSpire). But, they were unable to shield Prathia from the dehumanizing
effects of racism. She experienced it first-hand at the age of six on a train ride with her
sisters to visit relatives in the South. She shares details of that very painful incident in the
following narrative from the PBS documentary, “Freedom Faith:”
I think this was the first time that we were not accompanied by our
parents. Went to the first car that we came to. Found three seats, and sat
down, just as the train was beginning to move, the conductor just literally
snatched us up by the collar, you know, and what are you doing here? You
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can't sit here. And then kind of pushed us ahead of him down, I don't
know, two or three cars, until we reached this absolutely horrible car right
behind the engine. There was all the engine smoke. He just pushed us into
these seats. The whole trip we sat there looking out the window, hurt far
less by the pushing and the shoving, than in the psyche. The train ride had
lost all its excitement. There was a message in rhythm of the wheels on the
tracks. The message was “you're not good enough, you're not good
enough, you're not good enough” (“Freedom Faith” transcript).
The devaluing echo of the wheels on the tracks surfaced again when Hall was
about to graduate from high school. Hall had decided to become a lawyer but one of her
White teachers attempted to limit her aspirations by telling her she did not have the right
to attend law school, and threatening to do all within her power to see that she was not
admitted to Temple University. Hall politely thanked the teacher and assured her that
other people in her life, including her parents, would do all within their power to see that
she went. When a teary-eyed Prathia told her father about this incident, he responded by
telling her to dry her tears and to “make that teacher out of (sic) a liar” (Waltz 5). This
type of parental guidance motivated Hall to excel academically and to continue to
improve her oratorical abilities. As a result, she acquired excellent debating skills, served
as president of the debating society and participated in and won numerous oratorical
contests, which helped finance her college education.
As Hall’s college days approached, she became more and more aware of the
struggle for freedom in the South. Although she had been accepted at Temple, she begged
her father to allow her to attend Tuskegee Institute, a historically Black college in
Alabama. Out of concern for her safety, he forbade it. At Temple, Hall first joined
Fellowship House, a non-profit organization which focused on racial equality and
inclusivity in mainstream society. Then, in 1961, she joined SNCC and actively
participated in freedom rides along the eastern coast in the states of Delaware and
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Maryland (inSpire 3). It was during one such ride that Hall was arrested and charged with
violating interstate commerce laws. She elected to remain in jail for two weeks, rather
than post bail for taking action to correct a situation she felt was morally wrong. This was
the first of more than thirty arrests that she was to experience in the fulfillment of her
mission as a civil rights activist.
A few months before Hall graduated from Temple, her father died. Not long
afterwards, she made the journey south to enter the hotbed of the struggle as a field
secretary for SNCC in southwest Georgia.
SNCC Acclimation
Immediately after arriving in Georgia, Hall bore witness to the courageous and
spiritual transcendence she saw and heard in the prayers, songs, and courage of her other
SNCC workers, grassroots leaders, and local Black residents in their quest to better their
living conditions. This transcendence reinforced her faith in God, a faith upon which she
was immediately forced to rely as she assumed her leadership role in “terrible Terrell
County,” (Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer 98) a place known for the disappearance of
some of its “uppity” Black citizens who would not “stay in their place.” In the culture of
the Jim Crow South, Blacks were uppity and out of their place if they failed to observe a
subservient posture when in the presence of Whites, such as not looking a White person
in the eye, not stepping off the sidewalk to allow an approaching White person to pass, or
entering a public or private building through the same door that Whites used, or if they
attempted to register to vote.
During Hall’s stay in Terrell County, she faced death several times. In late August
1962, as she and three other activists were registering people to vote, a deputy marshal
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angrily confronted them. Prathia looked him directly in the eye and said, “We are talking
to people about voter registration and you have no right to stop us” (“Prathia LauraAnn
Hall” 31). Livid, the deputy marshal pulled out his pistol and shot a deluge of bullets at
Prathia’s feet. She did not flinch. Later she explained she knew that if she had moved, he
would have used it as an excuse to shoot her to death. On another occasion, as she and
other civil rights workers sat in the home of Carolyn Daniels, a local beautician who had
provided them with a place to stay, a car approached and fired shots through the window.
This time, the bullets hit Hall and another civil rights worker, grazing Hall on the arm.
This racially motivated attack was only a prelude to what Hall would witness as a field
activist with SNCC from 1962–1965.
Newspaper articles appearing in the New York Times, The Philadelphia Tribune,
The Atlanta Daily World and others covering some of these events identify Hall as a
fearless and eloquent spokeswoman. Dr. Martin Luther King, was so impressed with her
speaking abilities that he said, “Prathia Hall is the one platform speaker I should prefer
not to follow” (“Prathia Hall,” This Far). Additionally, James Bevel, a Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (SCLC) leader and advisor to King, tells of accompanying him to
the site of the smoldering Mt. Olive Baptist Church on that fateful day in September that
I mention in my opening paragraph and of hearing Hall repeat the phrase “I have a
dream”. Bevel claims that King was so inspired by her passionate repetition of the phrase
that, as ministers often do, he incorporated it into his own speeches, including his
climactic “I Have a Dream” speech of August 28, 1963. By so doing, King further
validated Hall as a rhetor in her own right.
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Hall resigned her role as field secretary in March 1965, but she worked with the
desegregation of schools project in the state of Mississippi throughout the summer (Hall,
“Bloody Selma” 472).
Intellectual Development and Accomplishments
Little is known about Hall’s private or public life after she left the Movement.
What I have learned is that in addition to the undergraduate education that Temple
University afforded her, she earned her Master of Divinity, Master of Theology and
Doctor of Theology degrees from Princeton Theological Seminary. Hall worked with the
Children’s Defense Fund at some point after she left the Movement and was ordained an
American Baptist preacher in 1977 when she was elected pastor of Mount Sharon Baptist
Church in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, her father’s former church. Because of her
pioneering spirit and steadfast advocacy for gender equality in church leadership
positions, new ground was broken in the acceptance of women in ministry in Baptist
churches. Hall was the first woman to be received into the membership of the Baptist
Minister’s Conference of Philadelphia and vicinity in 1982. She also served on the
Advisory Council of the Women Ministry Project of the American Baptist Churches,
USA (“1999–2000 Womanist Scholar”).
A widely acclaimed and dynamic epideictic speaker, Hall proclaimed the gospel
of Jesus Christ in the pulpits of churches and in university and seminary chapels across
the United States. Her professional background included several years as an administrator
in the field of human services and community development where she served the
Children’s Defense Fund, United Theological Seminary as Dean of Spiritual and
Community Life, Director of the Harriet Miller Women’s Center, Dean of African
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American Ministries and lecturer in Christian Ethics at United Theological Seminary in
Dayton, Ohio. She also served as Chair of the Program Committee in the Progressive
National Baptist Convention (PNBC) and member of the PNBC delegation to the World
Council of Churches 7th Assembly in Harare, Zimbabwe, 1998, on the Steering
Committee for the American Baptist Conference on the partnership of women and men in
the community of faith, as co-chairperson of the Princeton Chapter of the Association of
Black Seminarians, and as president of the Roosevelt, New York, Board of Education
(WSP Scholars). Additionally, she was an Associate Professor at Boston University
School of Theology, holding the Martin Luther King Jr. Chair in Social Ethics.
Although there are large gaps in Hall’s rhetorical biography, I was able to compile
a table of her publications from 1985 through 2000, which appears on the next page.
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Table 1
Hall’s Publication Timeline
Year

Title

Type

Publication

1985

Forward

in a book

Those Preachin' Women

1990

"Toward A New
Starting-Point"

Book Review

Sage Scholarly Journal

1992

Stanford Baccalaureate
Speech

Address

Stanford University Press

1994

"Putting the Spirit Back
in Christmas"

Article

Ebony Magazine

1994

"Righteous Discontent:
The Women's Movement
in the Black Baptist
Church 1880 - 1920"

Book Review

The Women's Review of Books

1997

"Captivity is a Lie:
African Americans and
the Gospel"

Article

The Other Side

1998

"Transcendent Power: A
Black Woman's
Perspective on the
Million Man March"

Article

Crossing the Racial Divide

1998

"When the Hurts do not
Heal"

Book Chapter

Those Preachin' Women Vol. II

2000

"When Faith Trembles"

Sermon

PBS WTTL 30 Good Minutes

2005

"Between the Wilderness
and the Cliff"

Sermon

The African American Pulpit

2010

"Freedom-Faith"

Book Chapter

Hands on the Freedom Plow:
Personal Accounts by Women in
SNCC
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Influencers, Children, and Eulogists
We have already established that Hall’s parents, Ruby and Rev. Berkeley Hall,
Sr., greatly influenced her rhetorical formation. Although information about other
persons who may have influenced her is scarce, my research reveals that two additional
persons made lasting impressions upon her; namely, Nannie Helen Burroughs and Ella
Baker.
Nannie Helen Burroughs, whom Hall remembers as “an incomparable organizer,
executive, educator, political analyst, racial advocate, Christian zealot, and sermonic
orator” (Diss. 64) was born May 2, 1879. Burroughs was the daughter of an itinerant
preacher and a domestic worker. Both her maternal and paternal grandparents acquired
their own land during the post-emancipation era of the 1860s. Her family was not
wealthy by any means but they possessed enough economic security to ensure that
Burroughs acquired an education and skills sufficient enough to instill within her the
confidence and desire to become a teacher rather than a domestic worker or laborer.
Towards that end, her mother relocated to Washington, D. C., where better schools were
available, when Burroughs was five years old.
In Washington, Burroughs cultivated her Christian beliefs at the Nineteenth Street
Baptist Church where she worked in the church school and with other young people. So
strong was her faith that she decided to work for the Lord for the remainder of her life
(Ross 23). Burroughs attended and graduated from the renowned M Street Preparatory
School in the District of Columbia and, afterwards, secured a position in Philadelphia as
the associate editor of The Christian Banner, a publication of the National Baptist
Convention, U.S.A., Incorporated (NBC), the largest African American religious
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convention in the country. She returned to Washington, D. C., a year later and soon
attained a position as bookkeeper and editorial assistant to the Reverend L.G. Jordan,
corresponding secretary for the NBC’s Foreign Mission Board. She assisted Mary Church
Terrell in organizing the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) in 1897 and
served as chairperson of its Anti-lynching Committee. Burroughs’ speech, “How the
Sisters are Hindered from Helping” was pivotal in the founding of the Woman’s
Convention, an auxiliary to the NBC in 1900. Burroughs was one of the founding
organizers and was elected corresponding secretary, a title that inadequately represents
her many contributions to the work of the convention, that same year. As president,
Willie S. Layten was the official spokesperson for the Woman’s Convention but
Burroughs’ unique leadership and organizational skills, as well as her eloquent and
electrifying oratory, drew just as much attention to her in her role as corresponding
secretary. She was a much sought-after speaker, who reportedly traveled “22,125 miles,
delivered 215 speeches, organized a dozen societies, wrote 9,235 letters, and received
4,820” in the first year of the convention’s existence alone (Ross 24).
One of Burroughs’ greatest legacies was the founding of the National Training
School for Women and Girls in Washington, D. C., in 1900, through which Burroughs’
vision of obtaining dignity and respectability for manual laborers was realized. Burroughs
was a strong proponent of both racial justice and racial uplift. While she blamed
segregationist laws and practices for the deplorable condition of Blacks, she also believed
that Blacks must participate in their own uplift by proving themselves to be “efficient,
hardworking, moral, neat and clean” (Higginbotham 214) professionals, regardless of
their positions of employment. As such, Burroughs’ school could claim distinction as a
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Christian institution run by Blacks to train Black women as professional and efficient
domestics, bookkeepers, cosmetologists, barbers, gardeners, and others service providers
(Ross 24). The school still operates today as a private school in Washington, D.C., and is
now named The Nannie Helen Burroughs School, in honor of its founder.
In 1919, Burroughs demonstrated her understanding of the relationship between
the freedom struggle and the Christian faith. That year, Burroughs led the Woman’s
Convention in a national day of prayer and fasting in protest of “lynching, racial mob
violence, and ‘the undemocratic and un-Christian spirit the United States has shown by
its discriminating and barbarous treatment of its colored people’” (Ross 28).
Additionally, in 1921, with the assistance of the NACW and the Woman’s Convention,
Burroughs founded and was elected president of the National Association of Wage
Earners, a short-lived group whose purpose was to connect working women with the
society women of the NACW.
From the beginning of her service to the Woman’s Convention, Burroughs
lamented over the suffering of Black Americans. Thus, the thesis of most of her speeches
was the responsibility of Christians to fight for racial and social justice. In 1934, she
wrote and began publication of The Worker, an influential quarterly handbook for church
women that covered topics ranging from parenting to social justice issues. The Worker
greatly expanded Burroughs’ sphere of influence because it was circulated to all of the
Baptist churches in the NBC, with the potential to reach over two and a half million
women readers.
Burroughs did not limit her Christian service to the Woman’s Convention,
women’s clubs, or the training of poor Black women. She was an avid woman’s
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suffragist and was highly critical of the federal government’s failure to end lynching and
segregation. Burroughs was a Republican and, in 1917, the War Department, under
Woodrow Wilson’s Democratic administration, placed her under investigation
(Higginbotham 225) because of her public criticism of the federal government. The
investigation was later dropped.
But, Republican President Herbert Hoover valued Burroughs’ advice, so much so
that he appointed her chairperson of the Committee on Negro Housing in 1931.
Burroughs’ critique of the federal government did not end with this appointment. In
1941, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR), a Democrat, spoke of the four
freedoms: freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from
fear. Burroughs’ believed that FDR had ignored the race problem, which she viewed as
the fifth freedom. During the women’s session of 1945, she voiced an unfavorable
critique of the then late President’s views, declaring, “Christianity must fight for the
FIFTH FREEDOM – FREEDOM OF RACE. Without absolute freedom for all races, the
four freedoms are nothing but man-made, sounding brass and tinkling cymbals.” (qtd. in
Hall, diss. 203).
Perhaps Burroughs’ affiliation with the Republican Party, her faith-propelled
freedom rhetoric in support of African Americans, and her outspokenness against the
nation’s involvement in war, explain why she did not gain a national platform with FDR
or other presidents after Hoover. She truly believed that

God is on the side of men who live and fight for justice...Think of a nation
talking about enduring peace when it spends Five Dollars on the education
of a white child and Fifty Cents on the education of a Negro child! Think
of a nation talking about enduring peace when it sends Black men to fight
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for world freedom and denies these same men a semblance of it when they
return to ‘the land of promise’ (Ross 27).
Burroughs’ lack of formal political advancement can also be linked to the initial
rivalry between the NACW, one of the women’s organizations that she helped organize,
and the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW), founded in 1935 by Mary McLeod
Bethune. Although there is no evidence that Burroughs, a Republican, and Bethune an
FDR Democrat, maintained an adversarial relationship, Bethune was good friends with
Eleanor Roosevelt and was one of FDR’s advisors on the needs of the Black community.
(Franklin 57). It is unlikely that FDR would have included another Black woman in his
circle of advisors, especially one with different political views from those of Bethune.
Burroughs was elected president of the Woman’s Convention in 1948, after the
death of Layten. In 1950, when the NBC Convention met in Philadelphia (Hall’s
hometown), Burroughs asserted
America is not a democracy. She wrote and signed the promise right here
in Philadelphia, to build ‘a government of the people, by the people and
for the people.’ Black men have fought and died in every one of her wars
in the hope that some day, this nation under God, would give Negroes a
new birth of freedom, but it has not done it...America is breaking shackles
of people around the world and we call on her to break the shackles of her
own citizens, who are helping her to break the shackles of other peoples in
other lands (qtd in Hall, diss. 225).
To Burroughs, African Americans’ desire for freedom in their own land was their
motivation to fight for the freedom of peoples around the world. Her hope was that the
nation, which was founded under God, would one day live up to the faith expectations of
its Black citizens and release their shackles as it had done for other races of people.
Perhaps it was during this visit to Philadelphia that Burroughs spoke at Hall’s
father’s church (Waltz 5). Also, since Hall probably accompanied her mother to the
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Woman’s Convention of the NBC each year, it is highly possible that she heard
Burroughs speak these exact words during her annual presidential address. At any rate,
Hall became an ardent admirer of Burroughs, so much so that she chose several of
Burroughs’ speeches for analysis in her dissertation, “The Religious and Social
Consciousness of African American Baptist Women” many years later.
In her dissertation, Hall argues that Burroughs and the other women of the NBC
faced a “predicament of often competing and conflicting loyalties to Christ, Church,
denominational leadership, family, race, women and self in which loyalty to others could
result in disloyalty to self” (diss. abstract). Hall wrote about Burroughs’ fight against
patriarchy and sexism within the denomination. She advises that during Burroughs’
tenure, Burroughs was censured by the male leadership of her denomination for insisting
that the Woman’s Convention remain a self-governing entity with decision-making
powers of its own. This was in contradiction to the male-dominated leadership’s mandate
that the woman’s auxiliary relinquish its charter and line up under the sometimes
overbearing and paternalistic authority of the men while continuing to raise the majority
of the NBC’s operating funds. Hall further discloses that Burroughs was ordered about,
ignored, accused of fiduciary irresponsibility, and threatened with dismissal from her
position for insisting that the Woman’s Convention retain its autonomy within the NBC.
Hall herself would fight against this type of oppressive patriarchy and sexism in the
church during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s in her role as a Baptist pastor. Thus, not only
did Burroughs influence Hall’s freedom faith philosophy as it relates to racial justice, she
also influenced her freedom faith formation as a womanist minister. Burroughs died in
1961 but during her years as corresponding secretary and president of the Woman’s
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Convention to the NBC, her strong critique of government and influence within the
Woman’s convention to the NBC never waned.
Hall’s dissertation is relevant to my study of the hybridization of freedom and
faith rhetorics because it is an original source written by Hall that connects her views on
the formation of the faith of the majority of Black Americans in the South with her views
on their struggle for freedom from racial oppression. Her assessment and admiration of
Burroughs is also relevant to my dissertation because, in the absence of a biography or
other documentation, they point to Burroughs as someone who influenced Hall and who
was instrumental in the formation of her faith, social justice, and womanist rhetorics.
Seemingly, Hall emulated Burroughs in several aspects of her life. Burroughs was an
excellent organizer, according to Hall, and Hall became an excellent organizer in her own
right as she planned successful protest projects in Terrell County in rural Georgia, as well
as in Atlanta, the largest city in the South. Hall viewed Burroughs as an eloquent speaker
and so was she. She considered Burroughs to be a strong church leader and became one
herself. Additionally, Hall viewed Burroughs as an early advocate of women’s right to
govern themselves inside and outside of the church, and as a courageous and sometimes
radical visionary who advocated for the rights of African American women, children,
men, and other poor people. Hall described Burroughs as a woman who “protested
limiting gender roles as well as race and class constrictions” (diss. 51). Likewise, Hall
became a civil rights activist in the early 1960s.
The similarities between these women and their accomplishments speak volumes
about the influence of Burroughs on Hall.
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Hall met Ella Baker during her early SNCC days of 1962 and 1963 and vividly
remembered “Miss Baker” as someone with whom she identified but, out of modesty and
respect, did not consider herself equal to. “I was a wandering pilgrim…and the more I
talked to [Miss Baker], the more I understood myself” Hall said on one occasion (Ransby
258). Baker was born in 1903 in Norfolk, Virginia, but moved to Littleton, North
Carolina, where she was raised, in 1911. The granddaughter of a slave who was beaten
for refusing to marry a man her master chose for her, Baker was nurtured by a strong
Christian father and mother and that same grandmother who encouraged her to think
strategically, speak distinctively, and act benevolently. Her mother and father reared
Baker for Baptist missionary work and saw to it that she participated in local and state
Baptist woman’s groups. Ross points out that Baker and the other missionary women in
Littleton probably used literature prepared by Nannie Helen Burroughs in the national
office of the Woman’s Convention during their study sessions (33).
There was no adherence to social hierarchies in the religious and social circles of
Baker’s childhood. Her elders did not tolerate the notion that their ownership of land and
other material possessions equated to entitlement. Instead, her parents shared land, tools,
food, and child-rearing responsibilities with other relatives and neighbors in their closeknit community. Explaining these familial Christian social practices, Baker said she was
taught, “Your relationship to human beings was far more important than your relationship
to the amount of money that you made" (qtd. by Ellen Cantarow and Susan O’Malley
58). It was in this egalitarian environment that Baker’s values of justice and faith were
instilled, values that she practiced throughout her life.
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Upon graduation from Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina, Baker
eschewed teaching positions and moved to Harlem in New York City where she became
a Renaissance woman. During this time, the Christian teachings of her youth were
exhibited in her passion for gender and racial equality. She lamented the inequitable
plight of African Americans during the stock market crash of 1929. Her faith would not
allow her to simply talk about their plight. Instead, she put her faith into action and, along
with several friends, formed the Young Negroes’ Cooperative League (YNCL). The
purpose of the league was to enlighten Black consumers on the benefits of cooperative
buying power and to empower them to take control of their own economic outcomes.
Baker’s experience with the YNCL led to her selection as assistant project supervisor
with the Works Progress Administration, a government-sponsored organization that
found jobs for the under-privileged. This position proved to be additional training ground
for her organizational skills. In 1941, Baker accepted a job with the NAACP where she
held several positions over the course of five years, including that of assistant field
secretary for its southern branches. In this capacity, Baker travelled across the South and
developed strong alliances with local grassroots leaders. She strongly objected to the
NAACP’s failure to include these leaders in the organization’s decision-making process.
Her objections stemmed from her upbringing, which, in her own words, "helped to
strengthen my concept about the need for people to have a sense of their own value and
their strengths...” (Cantarow and O’Malley 61). The Association’s devaluing of the ideas
and input of local residents prompted Baker to assertively pursue the issue with the male
leadership. Her faith-based convictions met with resistance as well as repercussions,
which made her professional life extremely oppressive. She was reprimanded in writing
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for abuse of personal time and for non-performance of her job duties (Ransby 144). As a
result of this unjust treatment, Baker resigned from the NAACP in 1946, citing the
following three reasons: “I feel that the Association is falling short of its present
possibilities; that the full capacities of staff have not been used; that there is little chance
of mine being used in the immediate future’’ (146).
Baker’s resignation letter reflects both her belief in a consensus form of
leadership and her stance against the marginalization of women in society, values that
Hall would later embrace.
Following Martin Luther King, Jr.,’s 1955-1956 successful Montgomery bus
boycott campaign, Baker, Bayard Rustin, and Sam Levison reportedly contacted King
and convinced him of the need to establish a permanent organization that would keep the
momentum of the boycott going. Rustin and Levison strongly suggested that King hire
Baker to assist with organizing such a group and in 1958, King, under pressure from
Rustin and Levison, reluctantly followed their advice. Baker accepted, despite the fact
that she felt insulted because the three men had discussed and decided her future without
her input (Ransby 180). Soon after Baker’s arrival at SCLC, she realized that, once again,
she was employed in male-dominated and patriarchical environment similar to the one at
the NAACP. Her situation was exacerbated by the fact that her male peers were not only
steeped in traditions of patriarchy and sexism, the majority of them also were Baptist
ministers who, according to the Reverend Dr. Wyatt Tee Walker, her successor as the
executive secretary of SCLC, were not accustomed to being questioned, challenged or
disagreed with by women and other laypersons (Fundi). Baker opposed such patriarchy,
as Hall would also do in her position as a Baptist pastor.
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Baker expressed her leadership philosophy in simple and straight-forward terms:
“...strong people don’t need strong leaders” (Cantarow and O’Malley 54). But, as acting
executive director of SCLC, she was expected to develop a solid leader-centered regional
coalition which would roll under the authority of one leader, King. Baker remained true
to her own convictions and continued to utilize the group-centered leadership concepts
that she had come to rely upon. Instead of grooming local grassroots leaders to become
acquiescent and adoring followers of King, she made equipping them to assume shared
leadership roles themselves her number one priority. Baker once said, “…we cannot lead
a struggle that involves masses of people without getting the people to understand what
their potentials are, what their strengths are (231).
When four students from the University of North Carolina at Greensboro, staged
their sit-in to integrate lunch counters at F. W. Woolworth stores, they had no idea they
were laying the foundation for Baker to organize the first student-led social activist group
in the nation. Nor could they have known that Hall would become so inspired that she
would leave Temple University before graduating to join the Movement in the South. The
four students staged their demonstration on February 1, 1960, and within a few weeks
nearly 300 more students had staged similar sit-ins across the country. Because of such
an overwhelming response, Baker convinced King and the other SCLC executives to
launch the various student protest groups as the energetic but self-governing arm of the
Civil Rights Movement and to release her to serve as their mentor and advisor.
Hall viewed Baker as an accomplished instructor who skillfully opened her
students’ minds to new understandings; not forcefully, but by raising question after
question after question until a consensus answer was derived (Ransby 360). She
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considered Baker to be an excellent teacher who challenged her students to explore new
horizons and uncharted territories by providing an inviting atmosphere wherein everyone
was expected to join the discussion. Those lessons served Hall well during her activist
years in the South as she organized and trained local residents in Georgia. In true Baker
fashion, she would sit and listen to the people first, rather than interjecting her viewpoint
upon them, and would patiently guide them into shared positions of leadership. Because
of this, the grassroots community was able to sustain itself and carry on after the SNCC
representatives were gone.
As a member of SNCC’s executive board, Hall would have the opportunity to
benefit from Baker’s philosophy often since Baker, as SNCC’s advisor, was also a board
member. Hall so admired Baker that she shared her wedding plans with her and sought
her advice on how to manage her marriage and movement duties (366) without
neglecting either.
Hall was also a dedicated mother to her two children—daughter Simone Denise,
who died at the age of twenty-five from complications following a stroke, leaving her
small child in her mother’s care; and son, DuBois. The death of Hall’s daughter was
another factor of her faith rhetoric. After preaching a sermon entitled, “When Faith
Trembles” for 30 Good Minutes, a television show which broadcast weekly on PBS
WTTL Channel 11 in Chicago, she was asked by Lydia Talbot if her faith was sustaining
her since the death of her daughter. Hall answered, “There is no other way. I have learned
through this experience that faith makes it barely bearable.”
Hall’s son, DuBois, a 1992 Morehouse College graduate, inherited his mother’s
freedom faith spirit, which he applied to his earlier career as a social worker and to his
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current career as owner and operator of a care home for seniors in Philadelphia and as an
entrepreneur in the music entertainment industry. In a February 13, 2012, interview with
me, he stated that his mother was an “eloquent, hard-working, classy lady who never
stopped fighting for justice. She especially fought against sexism in the church after she
left the Movement.”
Hall succumbed to death on August 12, 2002 (“1999–2000 Womanist Scholar”).
Remembering Hall’s humility, Renita Weems shares, “I remember the long talks we had
about God, ministry, life, love, and the struggle for justice. I don’t recall her making any
special effort to impress me with her SNCC credentials. Neither do I recall her saying a
word about having influenced ML King’s ‘I Have A Dream’ speech”.
Sheila Michaels expressed,
She is a woman who has borne much sorrow in her life, with courage. Her
own health was one of her crosses. The death of her father was another.
The sudden death of her daughter, at 25 (sic), one day while feeding her
toddler, was surely the worst. She never really had life easy and she was a
woman of enormous strength” (“Rev. Dr. Prathia”).
And, Wilda Morris eulogized Hall through poetic expression in this way:
Night riders whose shots
grazed your skin could not deter you.
The deputy whose bullets danced
around your feet, who threw you
in a Georgia jail, could not defeat you…
Even when you saw the wicked
swallow the righteous…
even when faith trembled, still you believed.
Like Moses, you peered into that land
of promise not yet fulfilled (“Rev. Dr. Prathia”). 1

Excerpt from “Eulogy for Prathia Hall Wynn.” The poem appears in its entirety in
Appendix A.
1
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Summary
In this chapter, I have shown how Hall’s formative years connected with and
influenced her oratory on freedom faith as an adult. Her parents instructed and modeled a
combination of Christianity and social activism for racial equality throughout her
childhood. As a child, while under their guidance, Hall developed three principles or
skills that were pivotal in the formation of her life’s mission: (1) an unshakeable faith in
God, (2) a sense of responsibility to fight for the freedom of the Black race, and (3) the
ability to speak well.
I have also shown how Hall’s parents exposed her to one of the Baptist churches
most prolific woman speakers of their time, Nannie Helen Burroughs. Since Burroughs
was president of the Woman’s Convention to the NBC from 1948 through 1961, it is
highly possible that Hall benefited from Burroughs speeches from her youth through
1961 or 1962, when she journeyed South to join the Civil Rights Movement. By citing
examples of Burroughs’ speeches, which were rooted in faith and thematically focused
on racial justice, I have traced Hall’s similar beliefs to Burroughs, as well as her parents.
The impact of Burroughs’ speeches would remain with Hall well into the 1990s, when
she featured Burroughs discourse on faith and freedom in her dissertation. Hall and
Burroughs’ lives paralleled each other in several ways, as I have shown, which further
illustrates Burroughs’ influence on Hall.
Additionally, I have cited Ella Baker, one of the organizers of SNCC, as another
influencer of Hall. I have highlighted Baker’s Christian background and her practice of
living out her faith in service to her people. Baker instructed Hall and other members of
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SNCC in her group-centered leadership philosophy and Hall adhered to Baker’s
instructions during her activist years with SNCC.
Finally, I have shown that the principles instilled in Hall by her parents, her
SNCC affiliation, her education, and those persons that influenced her served as the
springboard for her freedom faith discourse, which was exhibited in her activism, her
parenting, and her avocations. I begin to analyze this discourse in the next chapter. In
turn, Hall was a great influencer of her children as well as Dyson, Weems, Michaels,
Morris, and countless others.
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CHAPTER 3
MISSION (IM)POSSIBLE: HALL’S FREEDOM
FAITH SPEECHES, 1962-1963
One of Hall’s comments in the March 2000 interview for the PBS documentary is
the inspiration behind the title of this chapter. When asked if her work with SNCC was a
mission, she responded in part, “If you had an understanding of who you were, then you
had an understanding of what you were to do. And if that’s a kind of sense of purpose or
a sense of mission, then yes…[I was] really called to be an activist in this struggle for
justice...” (“Prathia LauraAnn Hall” 5).
Logologically speaking, “mission” would have been considered a god-term to
Hall and to most people with a similar Christian and socially-conscious upbringing. In
their context, to have a sense of mission inherently means that one is engaged in and
committed to fulfilling God’s purpose for her or his life through the performance of some
kind of service to others. Based upon Hall’s statement, it seems obvious that she felt
called of God to become a civil rights activist. Her answer implies that even during the
early stage of Hall’s activist career, she meshed her religious beliefs with what she
believed were her social and political responsibilities. But, given the hostile racial
environment that she encountered in 1962 when she arrived in southwest Georgia, I
cannot help but wonder if fulfillment of the mission was even possible. Hence, the set of
parentheses around the prefix (Im), serves as a marker of my contemplation over this
issue.
As I uncovered the successes and setbacks that Hall experienced during her
mission in the South, I came to peace with my musings and while this was helpful to me

48

personally, needless to say, entering into a state of peace was not my primary aim in
writing this chapter. Primarily in Chapter Three, I advance my thesis that an oppressive
rhetorical situation spawned a hybridized rhetoric of protest from African Americans in
the Deep South before and during the Civil Rights Movement, one that Hall called
freedom faith. Towards that end, I begin the chapter with a summary of the main
components of Bitzer’s concept of the rhetorical situation, followed by an overview of
hybridity from the perspectives of Kathleen Hall Jamieson and Karlyn Kohrs Campbell,
Darrel Enck-Wanzer, and Brannon Costello. Next, I provide a brief history of SNCC, the
civil rights organization with which Hall was affiliated, and follow with historical
accounts and related comments from Hall of the cruel and often life-threatening situations
encountered by Blacks in the South leading up to Hall’s arrival. I then share and analyze
two specific situations related to her mission and her responses to them. One of these
events is recorded in a 1962 SNCC report written by Hall, and an account of the other
one appears in Winston Grady-Willis’ 2006 book. I expound upon these accounts
because they more fully capture Hall’s responses to urgent situations than other sources
that I uncovered in my research. I advance my thesis in this manner by demonstrating that
those oppressive circumstances which demanded a particular response from Hall and
others were rhetorical situations, as conceptualized by Lloyd F. Bitzer.
Hybridity in Context
As I discussed in Chapter One, hybridity is the end product or result of the
blending of two or more incongruous things. More than a few scholars have conducted
research on the various applications of Bakhtin’s hybridity theory, as my review of
literature in Chapter One indicates. But, in this section, I briefly summarize the work of
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Kathleen Hall Jamieson and Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, Darrel Enck-Wanzer, and Brannon
Costello. I distinguish the first three scholars because their work focuses on hybridity in
the field of communication, rather than some other discipline. This allows me to ground
and solidify my argument that a hybridized rhetoric of protest followed certain rhetorical
situations during the Civil Rights Era. In my view, the perspectives of these scholars
support my definition of freedom faith rhetoric, which, again, is the verbal or non-verbal
response to the urgent situation of Blacks in America that demonstrate the hybridization
of their deeply-rooted Christian faith with their fight for freedom from racism and related
forms of oppression through actions that placed their lives or livelihood in jeopardy
before, during, and since the Civil Rights Era. I chose to include Costello’s insights with
Jamieson’s, Campbell’s, and Enck-Wanzer’s because he uses Bhabha’s cultural hybridity
theory to analyze a fictive piece of literature non-fictively contextualized in the South
during the time that Hall worked there. Additionally, his viewpoint allows us to look
beyond Hall’s hybridized freedom faith oratory and to begin discussion of the rhetorical
hybridization of southern culture as a whole, including the significance and effects of
anatomical hybridity on the lives of southerners before, during and after Hall’s mission in
the South.
Jamieson and Campbell’s recognition of rhetorical hybrids, which they refer to as
“creative fusions” (147) prodded me to delve further into Hall’s freedom faith
terminology as a hybridized rhetoric. The two scholars recognize the reliance of
Aristotle’s genres of rhetoric (forensic, epideictic, and deliberative) upon each other,
often to the extent that rhetorical hybrids are formed as two or even all three of the genres
are fused together in a given speech (146-47). They note, for instance, that the speeches
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given after the assassination of Robert Kennedy properly eulogized him, which places the
speeches in the epideictic genre and, simultaneously, called upon the community to
support his agenda for more stringent gun control laws, which places them in the
deliberative genre (148). Similarly, I have discovered that some of Hall’s responses about
the freedom struggle of African Americans whose faith compelled them to stand and
fight regardless of the repercussions are examples of this generic fusion. More
significant, Jamieson and Campbell’s perspectives on rhetorical hybrids serve as a
precedent for my argument for freedom faith as a hybrid rhetoric of protest.
This chapter’s account of Hall’s responses to the life-threatening situations that
she, local residents, and other activists faced is also reflective of Enck-Wanzer’s
perspectives on a hybridized, intersectional rhetoric. He argues that intersectional rhetoric
emerges when equally important communicative styles (speech, embodiment, and/or
images) meet to form a different rhetoric or “something different than the sum of their
parts” (461). This “radical democratic aesthetic” (461) must begin with an appreciation
for traditional democracy but it insists that the tradition must not be allowed to become
sedentary (461). This perspective can only be realized and effectuated when traditional
democracy is hybridized with ethical and political values to the extent that freedom and
equality are made available to everyone within a society. This aesthetic grounds itself
“not only in particular discourses from multiple traditions but also in the intersection of
those traditions” says Enck-Wanzer (461).
Thus, Enck-Wanzer’s perspectives are applicable in three ways in this section.
First, they reveal how the traditional cultural norm of segregation by law and its
oppressive enforcement, which had indeed “slipp[ed] into fixity,” (461) was permanently
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altered when and where it intersected with the freedom faith of the “identities it
coproduced,” (461) that is, the local freedom fighters and their advocates. Second, it
shows how, during her time in the South, Hall acted as a bricoleur (461) who combined
the fragments of the disenfranchised local Blacks’ religious convictions and their struggle
for freedom discourse to create freedom faith, that “something different” (461) of which
Enck-Wanzer speaks. Last, it validates my role as a sort of bricoleur as well, in that I
gather and trace the speeches of various African American respondents on freedom faith
from the days of slavery through Hall’s days in the South.
Although Brannon Costello’s critical essay of Jack Butler’s novel, Jujitsu for
Christ (1986) does not address hybridity of language, it reveals three additional
applications of the word, hybridity. First, Costello highlights the ironic hybridization of
the White South’s rigorous defense of White supremacy and the laws of segregation
against the backdrop of its White men’s bipolar practice of sexual relations with so-called
inferior Black women. The half-Black, half-White offspring of those sexual liaisons, the
elephant in the room, is the end result and second example of hybridity that Costello
elucidates. Third, and more relevant to this work, Costello draws attention to Bhabha’s
concept of cultural hybridity found in the novel. In the Butler book and in Hall’s South,
the attempted hybridization of the two cultures did create a “third space” (Bhabha 211)
but not the ideal one where tradition was changed as cultures and identities were blended.
Instead, it created a hybridized culture of greater “flux” (Costello 3) and instability, one
that compelled Hall to respond even more urgently.
Combined, these four authors capture the complexity of the hybridity concept, at
least in part. As this chapter progresses, their perspectives will serve as comparative
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juxtapositions for my view of Hall’s hybridized freedom faith rhetoric. An understanding
of Hall’s affiliation with SNCC, a review of several rhetorical situations prior to 1962
that prompted freedom faith responses similar to Hall’s, and an analysis of her responses
to specific rhetorical situations during her time in the South will assist in solidifying my
argument.
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
Hall’s primary affiliation as a civil rights activist was with SNCC, the
organization that propelled her into the thicket of the struggle for freedom. A review of
its origins will strengthen our understanding of the situation that Hall faced when she
arrived in Georgia in 1962.
In February 1960, four Black students from the University of Greensboro
attempted to speed up the integration process in Greensboro, North Carolina, by staging a
sit-in at one of the F. W. Woolworth lunch counters (Hampton and Fayer 55). They could
not have known the impact of their actions. Kenneth Burke (1945) may have analyzed
their protest as a dramatistic act of civil disobedience because their behavior was
displayed as a specific action based on their ethical beliefs, rather than as mere motion
based on unapplied “theories of knowledge” (qtd. in Jasinski 188-89). As a result of the
actions of the four young men, dozens of students from college campuses across the
South were inspired to conduct sit-ins and other acts of protest. Within a few weeks,
nearly 300 students enacted similar demonstrations at various locations across the
country; within three months, over 35,000 young people had participated in sit-ins
(Greenberg 23).
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The actions of the students gained the attention of already established civil rights
groups, especially the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). Ella Baker,
SCLC’s executive director, persuaded King and other SCLC leaders to sponsor an
organizing conference for the students. Between April 16 and April 18, 1960, the students
met with Baker and other civil rights leaders at Shaw University. During the meeting,
Baker “encouraged the participants to see themselves…as the main catalysts for change"
(Ransby 246) and invited them to participate in her egalitarian group-centered vision
(Olson 149) of training grassroots Black leaders for the Movement. Cheryl Lynn
Greenberg (1998) explains that the fledgling group’s philosophy included “faith in the
power and wisdom of local people” (18). When the three-day meeting concluded, the
group had chosen the name, Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and referred to
itself as SNCC (pronounced Snick). Baker further clarified that from the beginning, “One
of the major emphases of SNCC... was that of working with indigenous people, not
working for them, but trying to develop their capacity for leadership” (Ransby 272).
Not only were the students indoctrinated in Baker’s concept of group-centered
leadership, they also learned of Mohandas Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolent civil
disobedience from James Lawson, a young Nashville, Tennessee, minister who lived in
India for a time and adopted the Gandhian philosophy of nonviolence as a way of life.
Lawson would later instruct many SNCC students in methods of nonviolent protest at
Vanderbilt University and the local Black colleges in the Nashville area (Greenberg 19).
In 1961, SNCC met again at the Highlander Folk School in Monteagle, Tennessee—this
time to define goals and methods of attaining them (Ransby 267–69). One faction
strongly argued that the group’s main focus should be a voter registration drive to
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increase the number of African American voters in the South while a second faction felt
that the group should implement a strategy of continued civil disobedience, such as the
sit-ins. Under the guidance of Baker, the young activists wisely decided to pursue both
goals, which as it turned out was unavoidable (270). They soon discovered that any
attempts to register Blacks in the South to vote would be met with hostile resistance in
the form of threats, arrests, beatings, and worse from the dominant and dominating White
community. SNCC participants would either have to meet the resistance with direct acts
of civil disobedience or cease their voter registration activities altogether. To the newly
formed group, ceasing was unthinkable and as they began their work in the segregated
South of the early 1960s, everything they learned from Baker, Lawson, and other leaders
was about to be sorely tested.
Rhetorical Situation in the South
Beginning in this section, I further advance my argument that freedom faith
emerged as a hybrid rhetoric of protest iterated by African Americans against racial
oppression from the days of slavery through the Civil Rights Movement. I accomplish
this by highlighting several rhetorical situations that prompted freedom faith responses
dating back to the days of slavery and continuing through Hall’s time in the South. By
adding this socio-historical dimension to my project, I create a historical timeline of
freedom faith rhetoric and support my argument that it was not limited to Hall’s
speeches; nor was it demonstrated for the first time during the Civil Rights Movement.
While it is true that Hall was the first person to refer to this hybridized rhetoric as
freedom faith, I again emphasize that it did not originate with her. In this section, I situate
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its origin in the beginning days of the Black church in America, which came into being
during slavery, and link it all the way to Hall’s description and naming of it.
Bitzer’s observation that “From day to day, year to year, comparable situations
occur, prompting comparable responses…” (225) supports this approach. We do not have
any complete texts of Hall’s discourse to examine from 1962 through 1965, but we can
infer quite a bit from studying the comparable situations which not only prompted her
responses but the responses of others. Establishing this “commonality between seemingly
unrelated instances of discourse” (Larson 168) allows me to provide scholarly analysis of
both the rhetorical situation and those responses. Additionally, it allows progression of
my argument that the ”controlling exigence” or “organizing principle” (Bitzer 221),
which was the denial of civil rights to African Americans in the South and the cruel
repercussions against anyone who challenged the ruling power structure, and its various
constraints, was demonstrated in different ways over time. Whether it was manifested in
the cruel treatment of slaves, the lynching of Black citizens, the denial of access to public
facilities, the beatings of civil rights activists, the systemic impoverishment of ruraldwelling African Americans, or other methods of oppression, the denial of civil rights
was the compelling reason behind the freedom faith rhetoric that followed it, including
Hall’s.
The examples of the oppressive treatment of Blacks cited below and the rhetoric
that follows them cover the slave, reconstruction, and Jim Crow eras. I will interject
responses given by rhetors at the time the situations occurred and will connect them with
Hall’s critique of the situations’ impact on local Black activists in the South during her
day. I will then proceed to capture additional expressions of freedom faith made by Hall
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from 1962 through 1963 when she worked on projects in rural Georgia and in Albany,
Georgia.
In response to Bitzer, John H. Patton observed, “the historical conditions of any
situation must be included in any assessment of how and why rhetors define controlling
exigencies and formulate purposeful discourse” (47). Patton’s observations validate my
framing of Hall’s responses within the historical situations related to freedom faith about
which she spoke. One such situation is the formation of the invisible church. Hall
proposes that, “The African American Church itself was born in struggle...Even and
perhaps especially in its invisible1 phase, it was the embodiment of the people’s yearning
for freedom. In it and through it the people spoke, believed, plotted, and acted for
freedom” (diss. 18).
Similarly, in the PBS documentary, “Freedom Faith,” narrator Lorraine Toussaint
observes, “The southern Black Church was the meeting place. The balm and the salve.
The place where African-Americans maintained their dignity in a world that denied it”
(transcript).
I add that the Black church has served as the umbilical cord and the incubator for
the faith of African Americans who have struggled to appropriate Christianity in a way
that validates their rights as human beings. As Hall reminds us, Denmark Vesey, Gabriel
Prosser, and Nat Turner, three of the most well-known leaders of slave rebellions, were

E. Franklin Frazier refers to the African American church as the “invisible institution”
during slavery because slaves who were dissatisfied with the plantation preachers their masters
selected chose to assemble in secret places so that they could practice Christianity in ways that
affirmed God’s support of them in their struggle for freedom. The Negro Church in America, 2325.
1

57

all Christians (diss. 14), as was Harriet Tubman, one of the prominent operatives of the
Underground Railroad.
Tubman’s biography, as written by Sarah H. Bradford, depicts her as one of the
most courageous freedom fighters of the Slave Era. Tubman’s profound pronouncement,
“Dere’s [sic] two things I’ve got a right to ... Death or Liberty—one or tother [sic] I mean
to have. No one will take me back alive; I shall fight for my liberty, and when de [sic]
time has come for me to go, de [sic] Lord will let dem [sic] kill me” (qtd. in Bradford 21),
epitomizes the dependency on faith by freedom fighters throughout the history of the
struggle. Tubman’s nickname, “Moses,” was extremely fitting because, like Moses in the
Old Testament2 she was “a leader and deliverer of her people” (1), as her biographer,
Sarah H. Bradford accurately notes.
More relevant to this project, the name “Moses,” when referring to Tubman, may
be viewed as a component of Bakhtin’s hybridity theory known as “double-voicedness”
(Peterson 91) in at least two ways. For Bakhtin, “double- voicedness” occurs when
someone intentionally infuses the discourse of another person with meaning that differs
from the original meaning (Zappen, “Mikhail Bakhtin” 12). Tubman shares that on one
occasion a slave named Joe, after being beaten by his master for no reason, declared, “Dis
is de last!” (Bradford 29), then, visited Tubman’s father and said, “Next time Moses
comes, let me know” (29). By this he meant that he had decided to escape slavery, with
Tubman as his guide to freedom. Assisting runaway slaves was illegal and to do so all but
ensured the death of the abettor. Therefore, I am led to believe that Joe, and possibly
others slaves, used the name, Moses, rather than Harriet, as a code name to protect

2

See Exodus, Chapters 3 – 14. Holy Bible. King James Version.
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Tubman’s identity. I am suggesting that, if this is true, then we may consider this usage,
when referring to Tubman, as double-voicedness.
Wyatt Tee Walker’s (1979) assertion that slave songs were often “code and signal
of movement” (32) within the invisible church further supports my suggestion. Walker
points out that “Because of the stringent codes which buttressed the slave system, musical
expression developed as the chief means of covert communication among the slaves”
(37). Tubman corroborates Walker’s perspective, sharing that she sung the lyrics
Moses go down to Egypt,
Till ole Pharo’ let me go;
Hadn’t been for Adam’s fall,
Shouldn’t hab to died at all
to warn the slaves in her party of pending danger (Bradford 27), which, again, is another
example of double-voicedness.
Other familiar songs were double-voiced as well, such as the Negro Spiritual,
“Steal Away.” 3 Historian Carter G. Woodson (1921) explains that during their American
captivity, slave pastors, preachers, and church-goers would “steal away” at night to some
secret place to pray for their freedom and, in some cases, to plan their escape. In their
planning, it was made clear that the singing of this or similar spirituals was their cue to
flee the plantation and begin their northward journey to freedom. Woodson further
elaborates that in spite of the fact that slaves often faced severe beatings, mutilation, and
even death as a result of these clandestine “steal away” prayer meetings, they were the
main outlets through which African Americans’ faith was forged during their time of
captivity (38-42). This faith was the source of great hope and courage in the midst of lifethreatening situations. During these meetings, slaves would rely upon their faith in the
3

Steal Away is an American Negro Spiritual written by Wallace Willis prior to 1862.

59

Exodus story as their main impetus for praying for and seeking freedom. The biblical
account of the Exodus narrative depicts God as the Sovereign Being who speaks through
the prophet, Moses, who challenges Pharaoh to “Let my people go...” (Life Application
Bible, Ex. 5.1). The slaves would proclaim the story not as the preachers of their White
slavemasters proclaimed it, but in a way that placed God on their side. Like the Israelites,
they, too, were God’s oppressed children, and, during these secret church meetings, they
called upon God for deliverance from the slavemasters, just as Moses had called upon
God to deliver the Israelites from the Egyptians (Albert J. Raboteau 212-219). Thus, the
Exodus may be viewed as an “archetypal” event, as suggested by Michael Walzer
(Jasinski 23), through which the slaves and other oppressed peoples, as B. A. Rosenberg
expresses, can “understand their predicament and anticipate their salvation” (qtd. in
Jasinski 23) and the “archetypal narrative” (Selby, Martin Luther King 10) of the Civil
Rights Movement.
Abolitionist David Walker, taking up the cry for freedom, stated
I declare it does appear to me as though some nations think God is asleep,
or that he made the Africans for nothing else but to dig their mines and
work their farms, or they cannot believe history sacred or profane. I ask
every man who has a heart, and is blessed with the privilege of believing-Is not God a God of justice to all his creatures (25)?
Walker recognized that the freedom of former Africans who had become slaves rested in
the hand of a just God. More than one hundred and thirty-five years later, Hall, echoing
Walker’s sentiments, lauded the slaves of old and their offspring of the 1960s for
continuing to cry out for justice and endure oppression, through faith. In Part 4 of
Holsaert’s and her co-editors’ project (2010), Hall reminisces:
The primary lesson that I received from those black sages [of the Civil
Rights movement] was that of faith for living in life-threatening
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circumstances. It was a faith first made manifest by our slave fore-parents
who defied the teachings of the slavocracy, which distorted the Bible and
declared that their slavery had been ordained by God. Those profoundly
spiritual women and men developed their own moral critique of the
slaveholders’ oppressive brand of religion and expressed the slaves’
absolute conviction that slavery was contrary to the will of God and that
God definitely intended them to be free (176).
Gary S. Selby reiterates the slaves’ perspectives in his report on W. G. Kiphant, a
chaplain for the Union army in Selma, Alabama. During the Civil War, Kiphant wrote
that the freedmen attached to his company found “...no part of the Bible [more familiar
than] the story of the deliverance of the children of Israel” (35). Selby also shares that in
1864, vice-presidential candidate Andrew Johnson, Lincoln’s running mate for his second
term, spoke of his
hope that “as in the days of old,” a Moses might arise to “lead them safely
to their Promised Land of freedom and happiness.” The audience
thereupon cried, “You are our Moses!” Johnson responded: “Humble and
unworthy as I am, if no better shall be found, I will indeed be your Moses,
and lead you through the Red Sea of war and bondage to a fairer future of
liberty and peace” (Martin Luther King 39).
Johnson opportunistically captures Judeo-Christian Exodus rhetoric and “fuses”
(Jamieson and Campbell (146) it with his political campaign promises. Yet, he is not
willing or not able to bring his promise of freedom and liberty for freed slaves to fruition,
according to abolitionist and politician, Lewis Hayden. Speaking a year later, Hayden
denounced Johnson for his failure to keep his promise. Hayden lamented, “although he
[Johnson] was to be our Moses to lead us to liberty...I fear he will prove to be the
Pharaoh of our day... Lord...deliver us from such a Moses” (qtd. in Selby, Martin Luther
King 39).
Like Kiphant and Hayden, Hall recognized the significance of the Exodus story in
the slaves’ struggle for freedom. She explains it this way:
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The slaves developed their own independent system of interpretation of
the Bible which countered the distortions of the slavocracy. The most
significant of biblical texts were those which spoke of God’s passion for
the poor, the captives, the oppressed...The biblical interpretations
embraced by enslaved Africans affirmed and celebrated their identity and
humanity...When they read the Exodus story, they knew that God
understood their situation (Hall, “Captivity” 3).
The cruel treatment of southern Blacks took on similarly sinister manifestations at
the end of Reconstruction as lynching and disenfranchisement became more deeply
embedded in the region’s culture and remained throughout the Jim Crow Era. In 1891,
Frances E. Watkins Harper, deeply concerned about the many lynchings, murders, and
deaths by burning of Black citizens after Reconstruction, spoke out publicly against such
situations. Like the abolitionists’ rhetoric during and immediately following the Civil
War and like Hall’s during the Civil Rights Era, Harper’s rhetoric of protest connected
freedom from oppression with divine intervention and demanded protection for Blacks
from the government. She said:
The strongest nation on earth cannot afford to deal unjustly towards its
weakest and feeblest members. A man might just as well attempt to play
with the thunderbolts of heaven and expect to escape unscathed, as for a
nation to trample on justice and evade divine penalty (qtd. in Logan 36).
About a year after Harper spoke and in similar freedom faith rhetoric, Ida B.
Wells was compelled to denounce the lynching of Blacks across the South after three of
her friends were hung in Memphis, Tennessee, without due process of law. Wells
passionately expressed,
I am no politician but I believe if the Republican Party had met the issues
squarely for human rights...it would occupy a different position today. The
voice of the people is the voice of God, and I long with all the intensity of
my soul...[that] mob rule shall be put down and equal and exact justice be
accorded to every citizen... (qtd. in Logan 98).
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The Republican Party had lost the two previous elections, Wells implies, because
of its failure to heed the voice of God. She believed that God’s voice was channeled
through the cries for help from America’s Black citizens, to resolve the lynching problem
once and for all. Notice that Wells specified “equal and exact justice...to every citizen”
rather than to every man. This was because neither Black women nor Black children were
exempt from the life-threatening situations in the South. Over sixty years later, the
rhetoric surrounding the brutal death of Emmett Louis Till, as expressed by his mother,
Mamie Till Bradley, supports Wells’ views, as well as my discussion on rhetorical
situation and its controlling exigency.
The 1955 kidnap and brutal murder of fourteen-year old Till in Money,
Mississippi, precipitated his mother’s emergence into the public sphere. Prior to Till’s
death, Bradley described herself as someone who depended upon her mother to speak for
her, to come to her defense, and to fight her battles (Houck and Dixon 18). After her
son’s death, she joined the ranks of the freedom fighters by courageously attending the
trial of Till’s murderers and testifying on his behalf, holding an open casket viewing of
her son’s horribly mangled body in spite of warnings issued to family members to bury
the body without ever showing it, and touring the country and telling her story to earn
financial donations for the NAACP in the weeks following Till’s murder. Bradley
explained these decisions in the following narrative:
I have invested a son in freedom and I’m determined that his death isn’t in
vain. When I was talking to God and pleading with Him and asking why
did You let it be my boy, it was as if He spoke to me and said: “Without
the shedding of innocent blood, no cause is won” And I turned around
then and thanked God that He felt that I was worthy to have a son that was
worthy to die for such a cause (Houck and Dixon 26).
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The gruesome image of the body of young Emmett as seen in Time, Jet, and other
publications, along with his mother’s commentary, not only demonstrates Enck-Wanzer’s
hybridized, intersectional rhetoric wherein “speech, embodiment, and/or images” (461)
are markers of a radical democratic perspective at their point of intersection, they also
support my argument that faith propels the freedom fighter to continue the fight,
regardless of present risks or past losses.
The 1955 humiliation, arrest, criminal processing, and jailing of Rosa Parks for
refusing to give up her seat on the bus is another example of Enck-Wanzer’s rhetorical
intersectional perspective, which, “emerges from tradition and hybridization” (EnckWanzer 461). Parks’ embodiment as a quiet, hardworking, Christian seamstress
compelled her friend in protest, Johnnie Carr, to proclaim:
We face our struggle with Christian love but also with a determination not
to weaken our efforts to carry on to a victorious end. This we know to be
true. We can stick together. We do not fear threats of intimidation and
violence. We have faith in ourselves. Faith in our leadership and faith in
our God...The power of God is so strong and the determination of our
people so strong. There is no man power able to stop it, (sic) it may be
weeks, months, and even years. We shall be free someday (qtd. in Houck
and Dixon 87).
These last two examples—the embodiments of Till and Parks, the images of their
murder and arrest, respectively, and the responses of Bradley and Carr to the urgent
situation—function as rhetorical hybrids that speak strongly against the fixity of
segregation that permeated the South in the 1960s, about which Enck-Wanzer cautions
(461).
More than thirty years later, Hall said to a group of Black seminarians gathered at
Princeton Theological Seminary,

64

...the faith struggle and the freedom struggle were irretrievably woven
together. And, faith fired freedom and freedom fired faith. They fueled
each other and...when there is continuity between the faith struggle and the
freedom struggle we make advancements; and, when there is
discontinuity, we mark time or loose ground (“Dare We Preach?”).4
And so, we find another instance of Hall’s perspectives mirroring those of another
rhetor, Carr, who had responded to an earlier urgent situation with the hybridized
freedom and faith rhetorics.
On May 4, 1961, as recorded by Howard Zinn (1964), Clayborne Carson (1981),
Belinda Robnett (1997), Lynne Olson (2001), Barbara Ransby (2003), Rosetta E. Ross
(2003), Houck and Dixon (2009), and others, an exigency would begin to form that
would compel Diane Nash, one of the most influential SNCC leaders of the freedom
struggle in Nashville, Tennessee, to speak in language akin to Hall’s description of
freedom faith. Nash’s responses world confirm that many activists were willing to risk
their lives for the cause of freedom. On that day, Black and White freedom riders with the
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) began a long bus ride from Washington, D. C., to
New Orleans to test the 1960 Supreme Court ruling that segregation of interstate trains
and buses was unconstitutional. When two of the African American riders attempted to
use a restroom designated “Whites only” in Rock Hill, South Carolina, the entire group
was viciously assaulted by a segregationist mob. The riders continued their journey but
were violently attacked again in Anniston, Alabama, where an angry White mob beat on
the windows and slashed the bus’ tires as it pulled away. The bus came to a stop a short
distance from Anniston where the mob caught up with them and set the bus on fire.
Coughing and choking, the passengers were forced to unload, only to be met with blows
4

I analyze Hall’s workshop address, “Dare We Preach?” in its entirety in the next

chapter.
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to the head from sticks, baseball bats, bricks, and balled up hands. Afraid for their lives,
CORE officials notified other civil rights groups they were calling off the ride. When
Nash, heard of it, she begged them not to call it off because she felt to do so would end
the momentum that had been gained since the sit-ins began. After CORE convinced Nash
they could not continue, she quickly deployed SNCC students from Nashville to finish
the ride. Nash stated,
These people faced the probability of their own deaths before they ever
left Nashville…Several made out wills. A few more gave me sealed letters
to be mailed if they were killed. Some told me frankly that they were
afraid, but knew this was something that they must do because freedom
was worth it (qtd. in Carson 34).
As feared, John Lewis, who would later become a United States congressman
from Georgia, Susan Wilbur, and the other SNCC freedom riders were severely attacked
when their bus reached Birmingham (Olson 187). News of the violent assault swept the
country via television, which worked to SNCC’s advantage because it increased their
pathos to the viewing audience. The images of their burned bus and bleeding bodies,
coupled with Nash’s powerful words more than met Enck-Wanzer’s criteria of a
hybridized intersectional rhetoric. Yet, Nash’s strategy could not prevent the
imprisonment of over 200 freedom riders by the state of Mississippi during the rides. She,
herself, was unjustly arrested two years later for contributing to the delinquency of a
minor. Nash was pregnant with her first child at that time but rather than post bail or pay
a fine, she remained committed to the “jail, no bail” policy (Olson 212) that she, Ruby
Doris Smith, and others had initiated during a previous arrest. In an open letter, Nash
explained,
I can no longer cooperate with the evil and corrupt court system in this
state. Since my child will be a black child in the state of Mississippi,
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whether I am in jail or not he will be born in prison. I believe if I go to jail
now it may help hasten the day when my child and all children will be
free... (212).
As Hall had done in Maryland and would do many more times in other situations
while in the South, Nash strategically sacrificed her freedom in order to bring public
attention to oppressive conditions in the South. Her embodiment as a pregnant young
woman intensified the rhetorical significance of her words and actions.
In July 1962, the wake of Hall’s arrival in Terrell County, Georgia, Sheriff Z. T.
Mathews and his deputies interrupted a SNCC voter registration rally at Mt. Olive
Church in the town of Sasser and exacerbated the exigency of the Black attendees. The
armed officers badgered them with a continuous onslaught of verbal abuse and threats
about what the White community might do if such meetings continued. Claude Sitton, a
White journalist for the New York Times, who surprised and enraged the officers by his
presence at the rally, quoted Sheriff Mathews as saying,
We want our colored people to go on living like they have for the last
hundred years…(1) There’s not a nigger in Terrell County who wants to
make application to vote has to have someone from Massachusetts or Ohio
or New York to come down here and carry them up there to vote…[S]ome
of these niggers down here would just as soon vote for Castro or
Khrushchev (“Sheriff Harasses” 9).
The fixity of the traditional southern culture to which Enck-Wanzer and Costello
refer comes to life in the actions and words of this southern sheriff of the early 1960s. His
invasive and threatening presence at the meeting was his right as a member of the
superior White ruling class. His paternalistic reference to the Black locals as “Our
colored people” was as much a part of the oppression as his use of the n word. To the
majority of Whites, Blacks were alternately treated as dependent children or as n-----s,
viewed by Whites as something less than human beings.
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As he left meeting, the sheriff turned to one of the Black protesters and
menacingly said, “I know you. We’re going to get some of you” (9). Within three
months, Hall would stand before the smoldering ruins of that church and offer the
impassioned prayer I shared in the opening paragraph of Chapter One. But, before that,
she shared her mission in the South with Sitton, explaining, “I feel that [my father] left
the South to somehow redeem me. Now it is my job to come back and redeem somebody
else” (Sitton, “Voting Drive,” 20). In that same interview, Hall insightfully addresses the
reactions of the local residents to SNCC workers’ presence in their community. “It’s fear
that slams the door in our faces and hope that makes those same people whisper about us
and get down on their knees and pray for us... The sweat and blood of these people is in
the very soil of this land” (20). The local southern activists blended fear of severe
backlash from the White power structure for becoming involved in the Movement with
hope that through shared “meanings, interpretations, rituals and identities” (Selby, Martin
Luther King 13) with Hall and other SNCC activists, they would one day be free. This
was the consistent motivation behind the local activists’ commitment to the Civil Rights
Movement that Hall witnessed during her three-year mission in the South.
Another manifestation of the exigency facing southern Blacks was their abject
poverty. In his description of the poverty-stricken situation of Blacks in rural southwest
Georgia, the Mississippi Delta, and other southern rural communities, Congressman John
Lewis, chairman of SNCC from 1963 to 1967, says the local Blacks had “nothing for a
front step but an old metal bucket turned upside down, with front steps that were nothing
but a couple of planks nailed over dirt and mud…with no plumbing or electricity or
decent clothes for their children and themselves, just pure and utter poverty” (275).
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An examination of Hall’s responses to rural poverty in southwest Georgia,
“apartheid” (Grady-Willis, book title) in Atlanta, and Freedom Summer in Mississippi
will connect her words to Lewis’ words and the words of others who responded to urgent
situations.
Hall’s Perspective on the Rural South
Hall corroborates Lewis’ account of deplorable conditions in the rural South in
her SNCC Field Report covering the period from February 23 through March 8, 1963:
When I compare [the level of poverty] with the slums of the cities, it
seems that here, even the poverty is primitive…the shacks are low and
makeshift – not the leftover houses of the wealthy or the middle class, but
the shabby heirlooms which were built shabbily and have been passed on
from slave to slave, from generation to generation…When you look up at
the beautiful pure sky above, your glance has to come a long way down to
see the unadulterated ugliness of the system on the ground.
Included in Bitzer’s definition of rhetorical situation are the terms exigence,
audience, and constraints, which Bitzer refers to as the three components that must
precede the discourse if is to be considered rhetorical. Bitzer’s exigence is “the defect,
obstacle, something waiting to be done, a thing which is other than it should be” (229).
This exigence is rhetorical only (1) when it is capable of positive modification and (2)
after it has been orally or textually addressed (229). Bitzer’s rhetorical audience is
distinct from other audiences in that it not only hears or reads the discourse but it is
influenced to act as mediator of change after having heard or read it (221). The third
constituent of his situational account are the constraints, or those persons, events, objects,
and relations that have the ability to affect decisions and actions necessary to bring about
the change (222). Bitzer cautions, as does James Jasinski (2001), that the speaker would

69

do well to understand these constraints so that she or he can manage them within the
speech or text (Bitzer 220; Jasinski 517).
From Hall’s grim description of the living conditions for rural Blacks, we can
determine that the controlling exigence, that is, the denial of their civil rights through
racial oppression, enforced by the cruel fist of segregation, has not changed. We can
further determine that constraints or “secondary exigencies” (Jasinski 517) are subsumed
under the controlling exigencies in Bitzer’s situational model. The constraint identified
by Hall in this response is the inhumane living conditions of Blacks who were forced to
eke out their meager existence through the unjust sharecropping system, a system which
fostered peonage and which kept them tied to the land from generation to generation.
After Bitzer’s article was published, Richard E. Vatz, K. E. Wilkerson, Ralph S.
Pomeroy and other scholars asserted that situations were subjective and that “rhetoric
controls the situational response” and “situations obtain their character from the rhetoric
which…creates them” (Vatz 229). Bitzer, however, maintained that situation is the
controlling factor rather than rhetoric. In Hall’s above response, the vivid imagery of the
abject poverty of Blacks in the rural South would make it difficult for anyone to argue
that the poverty was anything but an objective, rather than subjective, phenomenon
(Jasinski 516), which was one of Bitzer’s most disputed claims. In other words, the
poverty was real, stark, and dehumanizing.
Hall and other SNCC activists often lived with indigent families, eating what they
ate and working right alongside them. They had “[shaken hands with [these]
sharecroppers who had dirt under their fingernails and had sat at the feet of workers with
dust on their boots” (Ransby 305). In a later interview, Hall said, “The people are also
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our teachers. People who have struggled to support themselves and large families, people
who have survived in Georgia and Alabama and Mississippi have learned some things we
need to know” (Bennett 148). From these comments and others like them, I ascertain that
the value and respect that Hall demonstrated for the indigent residents of the Deep South
stemmed from the teachings of her parents and the other influencers of her younger years.
Their abject poverty functioned as a constraint that had to be addressed because its
inconspicuous systemic entrenchment by the dominant culture was, perhaps, the most
difficult form of oppression to substantiate and alleviate. Hall’s care in portraying these
sharecroppers as wise, courageous, and valued teachers allowed her to inform the reading
audience of their plight without adding to their degradation. I also get the sense that these
teachers somehow found the ability to, as Gray Matthews expresses it, “transcend the
constraints of conceptual thought in order to confront what Thoreau referred to as the
‘hard bottom and rocks...which we call reality’” (88).
Additionally, Hall paints a picture as bleak as the one that John Lewis painted.
She uses a comparative style of expression to distinguish the plight of African Americans
who lived in the rural South from the plight of African Americans who lived in cities.
Black city dwellers lived in now-slum houses that were previously inhabited by wealthy
or middle class Whites, while rural Blacks were forced to live in shacks that were
shabbily built from the onset by and for their enslaved ancestors at least a century prior.
These “shabby heirlooms” had been passed down from one generation to the next in their
as-is condition of deterioration. For Black country dwellers, “poverty [wa]s primitive”
and life was harder than it was for Blacks who lived in cities. Hall’s interjection of the
comparative archetypal metaphor (Osborn 306), “the beautiful blue sky above and the
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unadulterated ugliness of the system on the ground,” further highlights the squalid living
conditions of rural Blacks. Continuing, Hall describes the dire situation of rural Blacks by
employing space and distance. Sadly, the stark bleakness can be captured in an upward to
downward glance, one that “has to come a long way down to see the unadulterated
ugliness [italics are mine].
Hall’s reading audience of this field report is the SNCC leadership team in
Atlanta. One might argue that, in Bitzer’s sense, this audience was not rhetorical because
it was a marginalized group that, by southern society’s standards, had no power to change
or eradicate the exigence that Hall identified. Such power is essential for Bitzer’s
rhetorical audience (221). But, when consideration is given to the resolve of the SNCC
group to act as agents of change (Burke 1945) in the South, when consideration is given
to their connection to the larger Civil Rights Movement, when consideration is given to
their past history of completing missions even when they did not start them (i.e., the
freedom rides), I am, with little fear of contradiction, comfortable in labeling the SNCC
leaders who would read and heard this report a rhetorical audience, as defined by Bitzer.
Albany, Georgia
The oppressive conditions that African Americans faced were not confined to
rural communities in the South. Although, arguably, their poverty was not always as
crippling, Blacks who lived in southern cities did not escape the racially-motivated
dehumanizing practices of Jim Crowism either. Life for Blacks in Albany, Georgia, is
one example. Hall attended numerous rallies in Albany churches in 1962 (“Prathia
LauraAnn Hall” 18-20), as civil rights activists from SNCC, SCLC, CORE, the NAACP,
and local Black people banded together to integrate public establishments and eliminate

72

segregated public accommodations in the city. William G. Anderson, president of the
Albany movement explained in a July 1962, WALB television broadcast that the
movement in Albany sprang from Black residents’ "deeply-felt expression of the hunger
for true freedom." Hall supported Anderson in the Albany movement and would be
arrested with him and Joyce Barrett in May 1963, for participating in a demonstration
urging African Americans in Albany to vote (“Prathia Hall, Dr. Anderson Speak”;
WALB newsfilm). I continue to emphasize these arrests to demonstrate the extent of the
activists’ sacrifice. The numerous arrests of Hall and others are evidence that the activists
were willing to give up their own freedom to gain freedom for the masses. To further
demonstrate their resolve to end segregation, Hall and Barrett staged a self-imposed fast
during their extended stay in the Albany jail. The young freedom fighters (Hall was
twenty-two and Barrett was twenty-four) managed to smuggle out a message from jail,
wherein they stated, “Until we have a sign that the yoke of slavery and evil is lifting, we
cannot eat. Pray for us” (“Pair of Phillyites Fast” 18). Again, the imprisoned women
believed that prayer, a religious practice, could overcome “the yoke of slavery and evil,”
a socio-political practice. Their ritualistic fast is paradigmatic of Burke’s views on
mortification (1970), which I discuss with more detail in the Atlanta section, which
follows this one. Through fasting, Hall and Barrett become scapegoats (Burke, The
Rhetoric of Religion 248) who willingly sacrificed their bodies to demonstrate their
resolve to correct the evil social order that segregation has caused.
Prior to their arrest in Albany, Hall appeared with Anderson at a fundraiser at
Tindley Temple Methodist Church in her hometown of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
During her speech, which provides further evidence of her freedom faith rhetoric, Hall
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compassionately declared that her own wound (she had been grazed by a bullet by a night
rider in Dawson, Georgia, three weeks earlier) was “slight compared to the terror and fear
in the hearts of colored citizens in Georgia and Mississippi who looked upon [the
students] as saviors…[U]ntil all [of them] are free none are free” (Matthews 13), Hall
said. Her incorporation of religious rhetoric (the students are the people’s saviors) and
political rhetoric (until all are free, none are free) in these few lines is noteworthy. On
behalf of her Black co-activists who live in the South, Hall explains their deep longing
for freedom with strong emotional appeal. The fact that she becomes their voice in a
church, the one institution that traditionally had been permitted to offer solace and
comfort to Blacks, within certain boundaries, adds to her pathos and is germane to
gaining an understanding of the historical dynamics of religion blended with politics for
many African Americans of the Christian faith. Hall had observed this linkage between
the desire for freedom and a deeply-rooted faith in the struggles of her southern
companions at mass freedom rallies and in smaller church services (SNCC Field Report).
Their faith inspired even Hall, a fact worth mentioning because of her strong Christian
background. Because of their faith and in spite of their fear of severe repercussions, the
longing to be free kept local activists in the struggle.
A year following her successful fundraising efforts in Philadelphia, which yielded
over five thousand dollars for the Albany campaign (Nancy Giddings 6), Hall and SNCC
Director of Field Operations in Southwest Georgia, Charles Sherrod, embarked upon
another nationwide fundraising tour, where she continued her praise of Albany’s local
Black freedom fighters. She lauded, “We have scored a victory in Albany, Georgia. It has
been won in the hearts and minds of the people. They have shaken off the chains of
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degradation which have bound them for 300 years. I have seen this happen. That is why I
am going back to Albany” (Potter 5).
In both the 1962 and 1963 fundraising speeches, Hall combines an epideictic
encomium of the grassroots activists with a deliberative appeal for funds to rebuild their
burned church and to keep the Albany movement going. By so doing, she displays a
prime example of a “fusion” (Jamieson and Campbell 147) of those two genres of
rhetoric, just as Jamieson and Campbell propose.
Conclusion
During the weeks that followed, Hall did return to Albany but by December of
1963, her mission would take her to Atlanta, Georgia, which posed the same kind of
formidable challenge than Albany had posed. In the next chapter, I analyze the situation
in Atlanta and during Freedom Summer and Hall’s responses to them.
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CHAPTER 4
THE MISSION CONTINUES: HALL’S FREEDOM FAITH SPEECHES,
1964–1965
In this chapter, I continue to advance my thesis that an oppressive rhetorical
situation spawned a hybridized rhetoric of protest by examining Hall’s freedom faith
rhetoric during 1964 and 1965. I continue the historical account of the situations that
African American protesters faced in Atlanta, Georgia, and during Freedom Summer in
the state of Mississippi and Hall’s responses to them. These events appeared in the works
of Winston Grady-Willis, an article by Lerone Bennett, Jr., and a chapter in Marjorie
Hope’s book.
Atlanta, Georgia
Atlanta, the South’s so-called model city for progressive race relations, was, as
Hall would soon learn, also a hotbed of racial unrest during this period. For most of the
twentieth century, Rev. William Holmes Borders of Wheat Street Baptist Church,
attorney A. T. Walden of the local NAACP, and other recognized African American
leaders in Atlanta, mostly elderly, had opted for a “gradualist approach” (Grady-Willis
xiii) to desegregation. Yet, they had suffered numerous setbacks from the city’s White
power structure, such as the 1960 rezoning defeat that, for all intents and purposes,
relegated Blacks to even more specific residential areas. In response, Carl Holman,
Whitney M. Young, and other younger African American activists formed the Atlanta
Committee for Cooperative Action (ACCA) whose first goal was to integrate public
restaurants. Representing SNCC, Hall worked with this committee during the winter of
1963 through the spring of 1964. As she began her work, she met with other SNCC
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activists in Atlanta in December 1963, and articulated their mission. Hall said to her
colleagues:
Negroes must also bear the blame for the desecration of humanity that is
segregation. For we have been silent much too long. We’ve been
preoccupied with telling our city power structure not what it needs to
know, but what it wants to hear. We are here today because we can no
longer bear the shame of our guilt, because delay means compromising
our dignity (Grady-Willis 48).
In this instance, Hall’s response reveals a different constraint, one that does not
point to segregationists, but to the “Negroes” themselves. Her perspective again mirrors
the Burkean (1970) ritual of mortification, purification and redemption. Burke observes
that “Conscience-laden repression is the symbol-using animal’s response to conditions in
the socio-political order” (208). Through their failure to stand up to the city’s hegemonic
leadership, Blacks had repressed their true feelings, thus, mortifying themselves by
contributing to their own suffering. Hall calls for acknowledgement of this “cultural
‘pollution’” (Jasinski 365) of guilt and suggests that purification could only be realized
when Blacks stood up and demanded their rights as human beings. Such demands would
lead to their redemption. Or, to express it another way, demanding their rights would lead
to the restoration of their dignity, the emergence of a new social order, and the alleviation
of this self-inflicted constraint.
A short time after this meeting, on December 24, Hall, Roberta Yancey, and Mrs.
Lillian Gregory (wife of comedian Dick Gregory) were arrested for trespassing at an
Atlanta Toddle House restaurant. Again, Hall and her co-activists remained in jail ten
days until January 2, 1964, thereby continuing Nash and company’s rhetorical strategy of
“jail, no bail”. The fact that Hall, Yancey, and Gregory presented evidence that they
owned stock in the company was of little concern to the city’s power structure. On
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another occasion, other activists were arrested for participating in a lengthy protest
demonstration aimed at integrating Leb’s, another segregated local eating establishment.
Despite threats from lawyer and Klan supporter James R. Venable to deploy the KKK “to
restore order” (Grady-Willis 49), some seventy protesters—students, religious leaders,
and grassroots supporters—marched on City Hall the following Tuesday to present their
case to the mayor. Hall, one of the lead organizers, acted as the group’s spokesperson.
Once inside Atlanta’s City Hall, Hall asserted that
…in the past the only difference between Atlanta and Birmingham was
Atlanta’s right to protest peacefully. This right has now been taken
away…Despite its liberal reputation, Atlanta is still a segregated city. We
demonstrate as a means of communicating our determination that Atlanta
will have its reputation a reality or will admit before the world that it is a
carefully fostered fraud (49)…[The students will] continue to
communicate with [their] bodies until segregation of restaurants and hotels
are a reality (50).
Again, Atlanta’s deeply embedded segregationist policies, which kept Black
citizens economically, socially, and geographically bound, was the controlling exigence
that compelled Atlanta’s Black population to protest; the arrests of the protesters, the
constraint, is what prompted Hall’s response. In the above statement, Hall hyperbolically
situates Atlanta on the same level as Birmingham by claiming that the only differentiating
factor between the two cities had just been removed. White leaders in Atlanta had
resorted to arresting and mistreating Blacks who protested segregation, just as White
leaders in Birmingham had always done. Hall strategically uses something close to
Brown and Levinson’s “face-threatening act” (313) in that she attempts to shame the
city’s White leadership into either acting ethically in its treatment of Blacks or admitting
that the city’s image as a racially progressive city was a façade. Hall’s and the ACCA’s
rhetoric of protest is reflective of Enck-Wanzer’s intersectional rhetoric because the
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protesters intentionally allowed their bodies to be placed behind bars while Hall voiced
their demands before their audience.
In this instance, the audience that Hall addresses is quite dissimilar to her SNCC
leadership audience. This audience is comprised of what Herbert W. Simons refers to as
“power-vulnerables” and “power-invulnerables” (392). The “power-vulnerables” are the
elected officials, civic leaders, gradualist leaders, and politicians who were subject to lose
jobs, income, and prestige should their decisions fail to meet their constituents’ public’s
expectations. Because of this constraint, these leaders did very little to change the
oppressive situation in Atlanta.
The “power-invulnerables” are the protesters, supporters of Hall, the press, and,
by way of them, the public at-large who have little or nothing to lose, at least financially,
by going against the norms of society. The content of Hall’s response most probably
strengthened the resolve of her supporters who were present and other supporters who
would have heard her response via media to continue the fight for freedom, even though
the constraints hindered them from doing so.
The part rhetorical and part non-rhetorical audience was an additional complexity
to an already “complex structure” (224) within which numerous components were forced
to interact in different ways to the rhetorical situation. Bitzer reminds us that “Neither the
presence of formal features in the discourse nor persuasive effect in a reader or hearer can
be regarded as reliable marks of rhetorical discourse: A speech will be rhetorical when it
is a response to the kind of situation which is rhetorical” (223). Bitzer further nuances his
definition of a rhetorical response to include discourse that “functions or seeks to function
as a fitting response to a situation which needs or invites it” (220, italics are mine). So,
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the power-vulnerables’ unwillingness or inability to take immediate steps to alleviate the
exigency or change the situation following Hall’s response, does not render her response
non-rhetorical. The exigent nature of the situation invited a response and the one that Hall
gave was a fitting one.
On another occasion, Hall was arrested in Atlanta for violating Georgia’s antitrespass law when she accompanied White friends to a restaurant in the Heart of Atlanta
Hotel and asked to be served. Her bail was set at forty-five hundred dollars by Fulton
County Superior Court Judge Durwood T. Pye (Emanuel, 295). This time, Hall remained
in jail for more than two and a half months. This constraint gained the attention of
Federal Judge Boyd Sloan, who remanded the case to federal court and lowered the bail
to one thousand dollars. Her attorneys posted her bail and Hall was released. This
intervention in a state case against Blacks by a federal judge was unprecedented in Fulton
County and although Hall suffered personally from this miscarriage of justice, her
sacrifice facilitated the removal of thirty-eight similar cases from Pye’s court to federal
court (295), and the subsequent release of those who had been arrested.
Although Hall’s sense of mission was seemingly still undeterred, the numerous
constraints that I have cited, i.e., the entrenched laws of segregation, the overt hatred of
Venable and other White segregationists, the recalcitrant attitude of city officials, and the
complacency of the established Black leadership, made it extremely difficult for her
response to achieve the desired effect. Notwithstanding, Hall would take an even stronger
sense of mission with her to Greenwood, Mississippi, in preparation for Freedom
Summer a few months later.
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Freedom Summer
Before continuing my examination of Hall’s freedom faith responses to the
controlling exigency (racial oppression), and its constraints, it is necessary to review the
context of Freedom Summer, the last project with which Hall directly worked as a
nonviolent activist. I do this to deepen our understanding of the effects of the oppressive
situation on Hall’s freedom faith rhetoric and to provide additional support to my
argument for freedom faith as a hybrid rhetoric of protest.
Freedom Summer was a project coordinated by the Council of Federated
Organizations (COFO), which included CORE, SNCC, and the NAACP, in the summer
of 1964. Its purpose was to put an end to illegal and inhumane voter registration
violations in the state of Mississippi. COFO advanced two major initiatives that
summer—Freedom Schools and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP). The
goal of the Freedom Schools, an idea birthed by SNCC member Charles Cobb (Ransby
326), was to increase literacy among Blacks, accurately teach Negro history to Freedom
School students across the state of Mississippi, and register Blacks to vote. During
Freedom Summer, more than fifty such schools involving hundreds of students were
opened for these purposes.
Concurrently, the MFDP was organized to challenge the legitimacy of the allWhite Democratic Party in the state of Mississippi, which had consistently denied Blacks
the right to the franchise and to representation. More than eighty thousand Blacks would
participate in mock elections during Freedom Summer and select sixty-eight delegates to
attend the National Democratic Convention (DNC) to be held in Atlantic City in August
1964 (Holsaert et al. 215). At the convention, their goal would be to unseat the delegates
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of the regular Mississippi Democratic Party. Hall was chosen as one of the SNCC
representatives to the MFDP delegation who would attempt to unseat them.
This time, the focus of the expected six hundred-plus student volunteers from
across the nation would not be on lunch counter and bus integration; it would be on voter
registration, expressed as “One Man, One Vote” (Bennett 146) by SNCC and the other
organizations that comprised COFO. Explaining why lunch counter integration was not a
part of the strategy for the Mississippi Delta campaign during Freedom Summer, Hall
told journalist Lerone Bennett, Jr., “We soon discovered that was not where it was at. We
went into the Black Belt of Mississippi with voter registration. The people there could not
eat at lunch counters because they were only making twenty-three cents an hour. That
was where it was at” (150).
Hall’s response to this constraint, which is denial of the franchise to African
Americans in the Black Belt of Mississippi, is an example of what Jacqueline Jones
Royster refers to as a “cultural production” (43) of words that would not gain significance
until they reached the social and political circles of her intended audience. In this
instance, that audience is Ebony Magazine’s African American readers. Hall’s
interjection of Black vernacular within with her standard English through the expressions
“that’s not where it’s at” and “That was where it was at” is another example of Bakhtin’s
“double-voicedness” (Bakhtin 189). Bakhtin may have viewed her comments as
“internally polemical discourse [brought on by] a sideward glance at someone else’s
hostile world” (196). Through her glance at the hostile world of the South, Hall was met
with the shocking reality that in 1964, when the average hourly wage was two dollars and
fifty cents, Blacks in the Mississippi Delta were only being paid twenty-three cents an
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hour.1 This fact alone added to the overall urgency of the situation they faced. Hall and
the rest of the SNCC activists understood that even if they were able to successfully
integrate a few lunch counters, the lives of indigent Blacks would not change because
they did not have the financial means to even buy a hamburger. Through her response,
Hall conveys that the exigency that Blacks in Mississippi faced was not only social
injustice; it was economic injustice as well. Hall and the other SNCC workers believed
that the resolution to this exigency was the vote. By voting, local Black residents would
be able to participate in the implementation of processes that would increase their earning
power and improve their living conditions.
However, Mississippi’s rigid enforcement of segregation laws since
reconstruction, the torture and lynching of Emmett Till in 1955, the beatings of Fannie
Lou Hamer, Annelle Ponder, and June Johnson on June 3, 1963, the assassination of
Medgar Evers nine days later, the eventual murder of James Chaney, Michael Schwerner,
and Andrew Goodman later that summer, and countless other racially motivated hate
crimes had earned and would earn for Mississippi its reputation as the most brutal state in
the South in its treatment of Blacks and their supporters (Holsaert et al, 209-212). SNCC
workers were optimistic that the combined organizations could eradicate racial
oppression in Mississippi and by so doing, they could more easily defeat it in the other
southern states (Holsaert et al, 210). But, the life-endangering situation in the state of
Mississippi was expected to pose the most serious threat to the success of Freedom
Summer and the Movement that Hall and the other activists would encounter.

1

U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. 4 Nov. 2011. Nov. 21, 2011
<http://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/data/AHETPI.txt>
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On June 9, 1964, Charles McLaurin and Sam Block, along with three other
Mississippi SNCC workers, traveled by car from Greenwood, Mississippi, to Atlanta to
meet with Prathia Hall, Bob Moses, Ruby Doris Smith, and twenty-two other Atlantabased SNCC board members (Branch 330-331). The purpose of the meeting was to
finalize plans to temporarily relocate SNCC’s executive headquarters from Atlanta to
Greenwood, Mississippi, in anticipation of Freedom Summer. During the three-day
planning meeting, much discussion ensued over the tactics that would be implemented by
COFO during the summer. One of the most heated discussions centered on whether
nonviolence was still a viable strategy. McLaurin indignantly recounted that after he and
his four traveling companions left Greenwood, they were stopped by a highway patrol
officer outside Starkville, Mississippi, en route to Atlanta. The officer found campaign
leaflets for Fannie Lou Hamer, another MFDP delegate, in the trunk of their car and
promptly arrested the five young SNCC workers (Branch 329-330). While in custody,
they were beaten with fists and blackjacks until they referred to themselves as niggers.
They were then held overnight in the Lowndes County jail and assessed heavy fines
before they were released the next morning. This egregious miscarriage of justice, along
with the previously mentioned situations of violence against Blacks, prompted serious
discussion during the meeting over whether or not they, as leaders of the Movement,
could morally ask local residents to risk their lives and property without defending
themselves.
According to Taylor Branch’s account of the meeting, Prathia Hall “rose to say
that these arguments glossed over unspoken doubts about nonviolence…in the
movement…” (331). Willie Peacock and other Mississippi workers in attendance
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confessed they had resorted to bringing guns to the SNCC office and that local residents
often kept their shotguns close at hand. When some of the leaders began advocating for
violence in cases of self-defense, Hall was, once again, compelled to respond. She
passionately argued:
No one can be rational about death. What is happening now is that for the
first time as a staff we are coming to grips with the fact that this may be it.
All fears and heartache [are] valid, but no matter how primal the urge to
strike back or how pure the grievance, violence [can] gain nothing. If you
kill an attacker outside the window, you lose your home anyway…because
the townsmen will come to the defense of the attacker and take everything
from you. [My] purpose [is] to bring our blood to the White House door. If
we die here, it’s the whole society which has pulled the trigger by its
silence (331).
I don't have a martyr complex; I'm fighting because I want to live. Living
in this system has not been life for me. But I can't take someone else's life
knowingly. I thought we were going to Mississippi because people have
been getting killed there for years and no one cared. I thought we were
going there to say to the world that if any of us dies, it was not a redneck
who shot us but the whole society that had us killed” (“Prathia Hall” This
Far by Faith).
These statements are additional proof that the controlling exigency, that is, the
threat to life and livelihood of the activists and local Black residents, remained the same
although the constraint, the proposed shift toward nonviolence, was different. So was
Hall’s audience. During the Atlanta project of the previous winter, Hall’s audience was
comprised of powerful White civic leaders. Here, her audience is made up of the thirty or
so Black SNCC leaders from Mississippi and Atlanta, much like the audience she
addressed in her field report. Again, this audience was not hegemonic in the traditional
sense of the word, but, I would argue, it was a great deal more rhetorical than many of
Hall’s audiences. True, the audience members did not have the power to end the
injustices and violence perpetrated against them, but that was not the focus of this
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discussion. The immediate purpose of the discussion was to determine whether SNCC as
an organization would continue to adhere to a nonviolent strategy in the freedom
struggle, as Hall, Lawrence Guyot, Moses and others proposed, or, if they would permit
the use of violence in self-defense, as Peacock, McLaurin and their supporters urged
(Branch 331).
Hall’s argument against violence is replete with the emotional appeal, fear, which
Aristotle describes as “A sort of pain and agitation derived from the imagination of a
future destructive or painful evil…” (128). She empathetically states that she and the
other meeting participants had a right to be afraid, suggesting that the discordant
discussions about violence versus nonviolence were prompted by the group’s painful
realization that the situation they were about to face during Freedom Summer could cost
them their lives (Branch 331). Hall attempts to persuade them that resorting to violence in
response to the exigency, even in defense of life and property, would gain them nothing
because those with the power would side with their attackers and take everything from
them anyway. Speaking metonymically, Hall declares that the shedding of their blood
would be one way of gaining the attention of the Johnson Administration (the White
House). She emphasizes that society as a whole, and not any one individual, would be
culpable in their deaths because it would have “pulled the trigger by its silence” (331).
Since embarking upon her mission in the South, Hall had been grazed by a
sheriff’s bullet, the target of a torrent of gunfire around her feet by another officer of the
law, harassed by White segregationists, and arrested over thirty times. She had
voluntarily lived and suffered with her Black cohorts and had witnessed first-hand both
the degree of hatred that permeated southern culture and the ubiquitous resolve of the
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ruling class to maintain the status quo. At the time of this meeting, Hall has become a
seasoned realist who understands that the cost of freedom could be extremely high. She
appears to be resolutely clear about her mission and, like Nash, is willing to give her life
to accomplish it.
In SNCC fashion, everyone present voiced their opinions over the violence versus
nonviolence issue. In the end, Hall and her supporters were successful in persuading the
audience that the weapons must be removed from the SNCC office in Greenwood and
that they as movement leaders must recommit to nonviolent resistance during Freedom
Summer.
Notice that an element of Hall’s hybridized rhetoric, faith, is not as apparent in
her expressions during these pre-Freedom Summer comments as it is in others. I must
admit that I am uncertain of the possible reasons. One reason may be that at this point in
her life, twenty-three year old Hall, in her own words, was trying to “escape or evade”
her call to ministry (Holsaert et al 174). She admitted that she usually avoided
discussions on the subject during this time so perhaps she curtailed her faith rhetoric for
this reason. Another possibility is that since only traces of Hall’s speech at this meeting
have been recovered, I can assume that she makes no mention of God, faith, or other
religious references, but I cannot know for sure. From another perspective, Hall once said
of the local Black residents, “When somebody stood up and made a commitment to
participate in movement activity, this was a religious statement, as profoundly religious
as saying a prayer or doing any kind of religious discipline” (180). I think it is fair to say
that this reasoning could also apply to these activists, who have just voted to continue to
risk their lives for the cause of freedom, without returning violence for violence. To Hall,
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such action was religious in and of itself. A final possibility for the absence of faith
declarations in Hall’s rhetoric will be explained near the end of this section where Hall
admits that towards the end of her mission in the South, she faced a theological crisis.
We now turn to the part of Hall’s mission that took her to Atlantic City, New
Jersey, as an MFDP delegate to the Democratic National Convention (DNC).
Atlantic City
Freedom Summer culminated when Hall and sixty-seven additional delegates of
the MFDP, mostly SNCC members, attended the DNC in Atlantic City, New Jersey, from
August 24 – August 27, 1964 (Holsaert et al 215). Over the course of the summer, SNCC
and COFO kept records of voter registration violations and of the regular Mississippi
Democratic Party’s numerous refusals to consider Blacks as delegates to the DNC,
actions that had disenfranchised thousands of African Americans across the state. Eighty
thousand Black voters, many of whom had been previously disenfranchised, cast ballots
in the COFO-sponsored Freedom Day elections, thus proving that African Americans
would vote, if given the opportunity (214). With the disparities in hand, the MFDP
delegation travelled to Atlantic City with the expectation that, with such overwhelming
evidence, the national Democratic political leaders would denounce the regular White
Mississippi Democratic leadership and recognize the integrated MFDP delegation as the
true representatives of the state. The outcome of their efforts was mixed.
On one hand, the MFDP delegation achieved victory in several areas. Their
unwavering resolve in addressing two of the most powerful institutions in the land, the
National Democratic Party and the President of the United States, Fannie Lou Hamer’s
emergence as a grass-roots rhetorical figure through her stirring “Is this America?”
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speech, which was aired on national television, the offer from the Democratic nominee,
President Lyndon B. Johnson and his delegation to seat two of the MFDP delegates, and
the resulting indignant departure from the convention of the regular Mississippi
Democratic delegates are all markers of the qualified success of the MFDP delegation.
But, on the other hand, the MFDP experienced bitter defeat. Despite all the
evidence that they presented, they were unable to convince Johnson to censor the regular
Mississippi Democratic Party delegates and allow the MFDP to take the seats on the
floor. Johnson knew that to do so would not only cost him the southern vote during the
election, it would drive the majority of southerners to the Republican Party. To Hall and
the SNCC delegation, Johnson’s token offer was a form of “racial paternalism” (Costello
15) because it offered Blacks a place at the adult table but did not permit them to join the
adult conversation or decision-making process. Such paternalism
worked to maintain racial segregation, to keep racial lines distinct...
[and to ensure] that Black Mississippians never attain a level of equality
that would potentially lead to...publicly accepted racial mingling. Thus,
paternalism serves to keep in check one of the great fears of white
Mississippians—hybridity (15).
In this portion of Costello’s critique of Butler’s Jujitsu for Christ, hybridity in the
South is not only the blending of political ideologies and cultures, it is the physical
blending of the races. Costello suggests that Southern Whites’ fear of this form of
hybridity was the very root of the oppressive situation that Blacks were forced to endure
in the South. It was the overarching reason that Whites were determined to keep Blacks
in an inferior position. The representatives of the MFDP from Mississippi and the other
SNCC delegates who had worked so closely with them knew that the regular Mississippi
Democratic Party’s delegates would never permit two token Black representatives to
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have equal voice in the political process at the DNC. This, I believe, was one of the
reasons they would not accept the compromise that Johnson’s people offered.
The fact that King, Roy Wilkins of the NAACP, and other established Black
leaders had agreed to the two-seat compromise over the objections of the SNCC
representatives also contributed to their feelings of defeat. The SNCC delegation felt that
this had been done behind their backs and that to be offered two token seats was an insult.
When DNC ended, Hall and most of the other SNCC delegation returned to Mississippi,
disillusioned with the American political system and fractured from the mainstream civil
rights organizations, which had, from SNCC’s perspective, sold them out in Atlantic
City. The traumatic experience of politics in Atlantic City had revealed to Hall and the
other young activists “just how weary they had become” (Fred Powledge, qtd. in Stewart
432).
The End of Hall’s Mission in the South
A year later, Hall explained the SNCC MFDP delegates’ deep disappointment
over what happened in Atlantic City in an interview with Marjorie Hope:
What the politicians didn’t understand was that when a man has been
risking everything he has, his life, to get what everybody else in the
country takes for granted, a vote—when he has lost his job because of it,
and wakes up to see bullets passing within inches over the heads of his
sleeping children, you can’t offer him anything short of what he came for.
Offer him an honorary seat in the delegation? When he has risked
everything he has? This is absurd…can we ever believe now that this
country has any intention of making justice a reality (Marjorie Hope 151)?
Hall and others had voluntarily lived with the same exigencies that the
disenfranchised Blacks of the South lived. They understood the risks that the eighty
thousand voters had taken during Freedom Summer. Like the local residents, the SNCC
freedom fighters had placed their lives in danger on a daily basis as they set on the
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porches of the indigent activists and shelled peas, as they bent their backs with them
chopping wood, and as they slept in their homes, often on the floor, at night. They knew
full well that the people’s desire for freedom ran as deeply as their faith. To return to the
South and report that what they had done was not enough, that all their efforts had been
for naught, to verbalize their newly-formed cynicism that America would never correct
the gross injustice perpetuated against its African American citizens and would never, as
Baker expressed it, allow them to “[function] through the mainstream of the Democratic
Party” (Ransby 342) was not a part of the mission that Hall had envisioned.
Nor was Bloody Sunday, which occurred on Easter Sunday in 1965. That day,
Hall was urgently summoned from Atlanta to Selma, Alabama, after policemen, some on
horseback, brutally attacked six hundred marchers on the Edmond Pettus Bridge. Upon
arrival, Hall immediately joined the still hysterical, still bloody marchers at Brown
Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church. Some ministers from SCLC were also
there. According to Hall, two of the SCLC ministers tried to lead the group in singing a
freedom song that included the line, “I love state troopers in my heart” (Marjorie Hope
154). But, emotions and wounds were still too raw for the beleaguered freedom fighters
to sing those words with sincerity. Then, one of the young ministers from SCLC stood
and said to the crowd, “If you can’t sing this song, you will not see Jesus when you die”
(154). Enraged by the minister’s words, a disillusioned Hall soon left the South and,
eventually, the Movement. In the interview with Hope, Hall explained her reaction with
passion:
… We were first converted in order to make us better slaves. There’s no
real difference between that use of Christianity, and [the SCLC minister’s]
use to placate the just rage of people who have been brutalized. These
poor rural people, especially, who have struggled and suffered and
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absorbed all this abuse all their lives, only on the hope they would see
Jesus when they die and suddenly by free from all this suffering.
Christianity is to blame. To tell them that if you can’t sing this lie you
can’t see Jesus when you die is a distortion and a corruption I refuse to
participate in (154).
The controlling exigence, freedom from racial oppression for African Americans,
still looms as a ubiquitous force that refuses to yield. But, the constraint that Hall now
faces is an internal one. Because of her disillusionment over the outcome of their efforts
at the DNC and her outrage over the comments of the SCLC minister, she has become
her own constraint. In her response to Hope, her only reference to freedom faith relates to
the faith of the local people that, in death, they would find freedom with Jesus. Hall says
that Christianity is to blame but what she probably means is that the young minister’s
interpretation of Christianity led to his callous and condemning remarks. Many years
later, she would admit that she was so traumatized and horrified by that minister’s
response that she temporarily experienced a “theological crisis” (Holsaert et. al., 474),
which caused her to withdraw physically, mentally, and emotionally. Perhaps this crisis
had begun months before Bloody Sunday, which could possibly explain the absence of
faith terminology in her Freedom Summer discourse. Hall shared with Hope that this
emotional turmoil had been building up inside her all that fall and winter (Marjorie Hope
153). As a result, Hall viewed the minister’s words of admonition as “spiritual extortion”
(Hall, “Bloody Selma” 472) against suffering victims who had done nothing to warrant
such treatment. More relative to this work, Hall viewed this young minister’s words as
abuse of the freedom faith rhetoric.
Through her response, Hall’s persona emerges in the form of an indignant and
disillusioned young woman who has witnessed much suffering and injustice. But, in spite
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of the crisis that she experienced, her persona found itself competing with her true
character, that of a compassionate young woman with great admiration for the people she
journeyed South to help three years earlier; a woman of deep integrity who could not
condone or participate in what she called the “heresy” (“Freedom Faith”) of destroying
and corrupting the marcher’s faith under the guise of Christianity. Continuing with her
explanation, Hall states, “…To ask them to love people like [the state troopers] is like
asking them to hate themselves…you get to the point where you realize you have to love
yourself, too. From now on, my energy will be spent on helping my people to love
themselves” (155).
Conclusion, and Summary of Chapters 3 and 4
Thus, Hall’s involvement as a direct activist with the Civil Rights Movement,
which began in 1962, came to an end in 1965. Unfortunately, so does any record of her
oral discourse for the next fifteen years. The interview with Hope and the one with
Bennett are the last two artifacts from the 1960s that I have been able to recover. I can
find no speeches, interviews, or newspaper commentary from her until the 1980s. But, I
was fortunate to engage in a conversation with Hall’s son, DuBois, who informed me that
his mother never stopped fighting for justice—justice for children, for women, and for
the poor. Her work with new ministers in training, her ongoing struggle to end sexism
and patriarchy against women ministers in Baptist churches affiliated with the National
Baptist Convention, USA, and her commitment to help the poor in her Philadelphia
community became her new battleground. We will examine three of Hall’s rhetorical
pieces from these contexts in the next chapter.
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In sum, in Chapters Three and Four, I have used Bitzer’s situational model as an
analytical tool to bring coherence to the fragments of Hall’s rhetoric left to us from 1962
through 1965. I have unveiled her mission as a freedom fighter alongside the courageous
local Black residents who lived in the rural South, Albany and Atlanta, Georgia, and the
Mississippi Delta during this period. Hall bore witness to these locals’ ability to fuse their
life-threatening struggle for freedom with their deeply-rooted Christian faith in the God
of the Exodus, who endowed them with the necessary amount of wisdom and courage to
remain in the struggle. After witnessing the oppressive situation imposed upon them, Hall
was compelled to respond as a fellow activist, leader, and spokesperson. She later
described the courageous actions of the local activists as freedom faith. Based upon her
description, and also upon the scholarly work of Jamieson and Campbell, Enck-Wanzer,
Costello, and other scholars, I have supported my argument that freedom faith was a
hybrid rhetoric of protest against racial oppression used by African Americans from
slavery through the Civil Rights Era through actions that placed their lives or livelihoods
at risk. This hybridized rhetoric of protest was often followed by spoken or written
responses, or freedom faith rhetoric. Thus, I have also shown that the expression,
freedom faith, is a double hybrid of sorts because it is both a hybridized rhetoric of action
and a hybridized rhetoric of discourse.
I now turn to Chapter Five, where I analyze three of the speeches that Hall gave
between 1980 through 2000 for more evidence of freedom faith rhetoric.
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CHAPTER 5
NO LONGER IN THE SOUTH BUT STILL IN EGYPT:
HALL’S FREEDOM FAITH SPEECHES, 1980–2000
Shirley Wilson Logan correctly observes that “Speech is an oral event. Since the
text of a speech is not its performance, the printed version can, at best, approximate what
was actually said on each occasion” (xv). I had the distinct honor of not just reading
printed versions of Hall’s messages but of hearing and even watching some of her
deliveries via electronic media as she gave more than a dozen speeches between 1980 and
2000. Many of the speeches have never been published and, as part of my research, I
have transcribed them from WAV files and DVDs generously provided to me by various
sources over the course of my research.1 I have included the transcribed speeches as
appendicies. The sermon, Freedom Faith,” was originally transcribed by Jimila Wignut in
April 2000, but I was privileged to watch Hall deliver excerpts of it in the PBS
documentary, This Far by Faith. Because I have heard many of her speeches and even
watched her deliver several of them, I have an advantage over the readers of this
enterprise because I have experienced the wonder of Hall’s persuasive voice and the
sheer beauty of her artistic delivery as she connected African Americans’ heritage of
fighting oppression with their faith during the decades following the Civil Rights Era.
Specifically, the speeches I analyze are Hall’s 1980 sermon to the Association of
Black Seminarians at Princeton Theological Seminary titled “Let My People Go,” her

I would like to again thank Marian Wright Edelman and the staff at the Children’s
Defense Fund, Arlene Balkansky, Reference Librarian, ProQuest, Reed Criswell, Divinity Media
Coordinator, Duke Divinity School, Geri Fahr, Educational Media Department, Princeton
Theological Seminary, Chris Pepus, Archive Assistant, Washington University, and DePauw
University, Media Services for assisting me in compiling Hall’s speeches.
1
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workshop address, “Dare We Preach?” given to the Association of Black Seminarians at
Princeton Theological Seminary in 1990, and her sermon “Freedom Faith,” preached at
Brown Chapel African American Episcopal Church in 2000. I selected these particular
speeches for this chapter because of their rich freedom faith content.
These speeches demonstrate how Hall (1) connects the African American
preaching heritage with freedom faith (2) equips ministers for ministry in the freedom
faith tradition (3a) gives us a glimpse of an African American culture without freedom
faith, and ((3b) recruits the next generation for the freedom struggle. In this chapter, I
conduct textual criticism (close reading) analyzes of these speeches to buttress my
argument that Hall spoke of this hybrid rhetoric of protest in the 1980s, 1990s, and in the
year 2000, long after her civil rights activist days had ended because she believed that
without freedom faith, the lives and livelihoods of Blacks remain at risk.
In the two previous chapters, I primarily relied upon concepts of hybridity and
rhetorical situation to include the “extensional dimension” (Leff, “Things Made by
Words” 223) of Hall’s responses about the oppressive situation that she and other civil
rights activists in the South faced from 1962 through 1965. Michael Leff describes this
extensional dimension as having “to do with persuasive effect, the actual impact of
discourse on an audience” (223). On the basis of this insight, I continue my examination
of Hall’s discourse in this chapter with an intentionally focused analysis of her freedom
faith speeches. Leff refers to such a focus as an “intentional dimension” (223) because it
allows the analyst to concentrate on the intent of the rhetor more so than on the
audience’s response to it.
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Textual Criticism (Close Reading) in Tension
Leff was a strong proponent of textual criticism (close reading) as a method of
analysis. He believed that keeping the finished text as the center of analysis strengthened
the “artistic integrity” (“Things Made” 223) of the text. But, Leff also expressed concern
that textual criticism “tends to fix the particular text outside the larger field of intertextual
development” (226). By this he meant that textual criticism has the proclivity to isolate
the texts from the social and/or political situations they addressed. It is clear that Leff
understood the dual responsibility that analysts have to not only examine the speaker’s
purpose in giving the speech, along with her or his attention to invention, arrangement,
style, and delivery, but also to consider the political and social impact of the speech on
the audience.
With the hybridity theory of Mikhail M. Bakhtin as his basis, Charles I. Schuster
(1985) offers a possible solution to Leff’s concerns by proposing that
Language—whether spoken or written—is a perpetual hybrid which
expresses the various contexts within which it exists. These contexts
include not only the...localized setting of the speaker or writer but also the
social, historical, ideological environments in which that utterance exists
and participates (4).
Schuster implies that both intentional and extensional foci will allow the analyst,
from a Bakhtinian perspective, to “perceive the interpretive richness of discourse” (4)
through the “signs...that give experience its form and specificity of direction” (5). Thus,
the hybridity theory keeps the extensional and intentional methods of my analysis in
healthy tension as it creates a particular kind of “third space” (Bhabha 211) within which
both can be meaningful. In this way, we avoid being left with only “the naked corpse of
the word, from which we learn nothing at all about the social situation or the fate of a
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given word in life” (Bakhtin, qtd in McKerrow 450). With Leff’s, Bakhtin’s, Schuster’s,
and Bhabba’s perspectives in mind, I am able to apply a close reading of Hall’s speeches
between 1980 and 2000 without negating the cultural and social significance of her
speeches as uncovered in my hybridity and rhetorical situation analyses in the previous
two chapters.
Declamation, “Let My People Go,” delivered at Princeton Theological Seminary,
February 1980
In February 1980, Prathia LauraAnn Hall re-emerged into the public sphere at
Princeton Theological Seminary as Prathia Hall Wynn. At the time she was the relatively
newly-elected pastor of her father’s former church and a graduate student at Princeton
Theological Seminary. From 1980 until some time in 1997, Hall spoke under her married
name (Wynn) and that is how I cite her work during this timeframe. But, by the time she
completed her dissertation in 1997, she was again using Hall as her last name. To
maintain consistency, I reference her last name as Hall throughout the dissertation.
Although the specific occasion for the speech is unknown, I have determined that
the speech was given during a chapel service at Princeton during Black History Month.
Since Hall was already a pastor of a church and a student of the seminary, I think it is
safe to assume that she was asked to lead chapel services on this particular day. Hall’s
audience would most probably have consisted of students, professors, and other members
of Princeton’s academic community.
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Hall chose to declaim2 “Let My People Go,” an African American folk sermon
from James Weldon Johnson’s work, God’s Trombones, published in 1927. In the
preface, Johnson explains that he wrote the book to honor “the American Negro folk
sermon and the trombone-like voices of the great preachers who created, preserved,
advanced, and immortalized the sermons.” “Let My People Go” is a sermon that
advances the African American preaching heritage by connecting it with freedom faith.
When Hall declaimed the sermon in 1980, she became one of the preachers who Johnson
honors.
Some scholarship has been conducted on the art of declamation, especially on the
work of Quintilian, whose Institutes of Oratory is the most extensive record on speech
declamation procedures in existence. Quintilian states that declamation is, “by far, the
most useful” (2.10.1-4) of the rhetorical exercises. To Quintilian, declamation was the
primary avenue through which students could become experts in public speaking. Or, as
Michael Mendelson explains, “declamatory exercises asked students to combine what
they knew of the three pisteis and to adjust these proofs to the demands of a distinct
rhetorical situation” (93). Following studies in grammar and the progymnasmata,
instruction in declamation was the next level of rhetorical pedagogy for the young men of
ancient Rome and Greece and it further prepared them for entrance into the public arena.

2

Although Hall does not specifically call her speech a declamation, her delivery fits the
description of this ancient Roman exercise. A review of the 2010 – 2011 Princeton Theological
Seminary Catalogue shows evidence that the performance of declamations is still a part of the
curriculum at Princeton. (See “Prizes and Special Awards,” p. 192).
.
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There were two types of declamatory speeches: the suasoria or deliberative
speech, which addressed a historical or political issue and the controversia or forensic
speech, which addressed a legal case (93). Hall’s declamation in the chapel falls under
the deliberative category. The following textual analysis of her appeals to logos, pathos
and mythos and her engagement of narration as her mode of communication shows how
she framed this old African American folk sermon within her perspectives on freedom
faith and how it connects with African Americans’ ongoing fight for justice.
Analysis
As a part of declamation, Quintilian’s rhetors were required to provide
introductory sermones or comments (Mendelson 95) that explained the piece they were
about to declaim. After reciting a prayer, which Hall describes as “a part of the folk
tradition of Black people” (1), she gives her pre-speech commentary. She cites Johnson
as the source of her sermon and then connects her speech with both the rhetorical
situation that African Americans have withstood historically and with their hope and
belief in freedom faith with the words, “The religion of Black people has always been a
faith in the dynamic of justice; a belief that the pendulum of the universe swings toward
justice. It was that hope and that aspiration that our people have continuously addressed,
in their prayers in their singing, in their preaching (2).
From this starting point, Hall’s declamation is presented in narrative form. Walter
R. Fisher believes that “the meaning and significance of life in all of its social dimensions
require the recognition of its narrative structure” (242). Narrative is the avenue though
which the dramatic element of declamation is demonstrated (Mendelson 94) and is
characteristic of declamations because of its ability to synthesize real and fictive
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situations (Mendelson 94; Fisher 241). With the supporting perspectives of these two
scholars in mind, I ascertain that it would have been impossible for Hall to declaim the
sermon without narration.
Throughout the declamation, Hall displays strong emotional “mytho-logical”
(Mendelson 94) appeal, which assists her audience in understanding the past and present
cultural significance and context of the narrative. Like all stories, Hall’s declamation had
to undergo the “narrative fidelity test” (Fisher 247), which determines the coherence of
the story, based on the communal listeners’ appropriation of it as true to their own life
experiences. As Hall moves through the story, her audience is able to balance the appeals
of mythos and pathos with the logical appeal to justice found in Hall’s opening
comments, quoted above.
The part of the book of Exodus that is most relative to Blacks’ association of it
with their own liberation is recorded in chapters 1-15. As Selby summarizes and the
Bible informs, after Joseph and all the Israelites of his generation died, their descendants
became extremely numerous and fruitful in the land of Egypt, so much so that the
Egyptian power structure felt threatened (Selby, Martin Luther King 30; New
International Version Study Bible, Ex. 1.1-10). As a result, they enslaved the Israelites
and placed harsh overseers over them “to oppress them with forced labor” (New
International Version Study Bible, Ex. 1.11).
Hall’s declamation of “Let My People Go” begins in Chapter Three of the book of
Exodus where Moses has his first encounter with God, and continues through Chapter
Fifteen. God speaks to Moses from a burning bush and commands Moses to go to Egypt
and tell the Pharaoh to release God’s people from slavery. Hall does not deviate from
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Johnson’s sermon to explain to the chapel attendees who Moses is or who the people are.
But, since they are seminarians, they would have been familiar with the background of
the story.
After making several excuses, Moses ultimately obeys God, journeys to Egypt,
and confronts Pharaoh with the demand. Pharaoh resists and God sends nine deadly
plagues as displays of power. Pharaoh becomes even more oppressive to God’s people,
who, then, turn on Moses, their deliverer: “Look here, Moses, you’ve been to Pharaoh but
look and see what Pharaoh did to us now!” (3). Moses becomes discouraged but God
reassures him that after the tenth plague, the death of the first-born sons of the Egyptians,
Pharaoh would drive the people from his presence. And it happened just as God said it
would. Hall declaims,
And God, that night, passed over. And a cry went up out of Egypt and
Pharaoh rose in the middle of the night and he sent in a hurry for Moses.
And he said “go forth from among my people, you and all the Hebrew
children. Take your goods and take your flocks and get away from the
land of Egypt.” And right then, Moses led them out, with all their goods
and all their flocks. And God went on before, a Guiding Pillar of Cloud by
day and a Pillar of Fire by night. And they journeyed on in the wilderness
and came down to the Red Sea” (“Let My People Go” 4).
At this point, Hall has advanced the narrative’s mytho-logical appeal by
consubstantiating (Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives 20, 21) God’s identity and Moses’
identity with each other. Hall identifies God as Initiator of this encounter with Moses.
God is the One who is in charge. God is the One who causes the bush to burn without
being consumed. God is the One who calls Moses into agency, once with a “still, small
voice” (2) and once with a “voice of thunder” (2). God is the One who instructs. God
instructs Moses to take off his shoes, to “go down into Egypt,” and to “tell old Pharaoh to
let My people go” (3). God is Almighty and is the God of Moses’ fathers, “Abraham,
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Isaac, and Jacob” (3). Further, God has witnessed the suffering of God’s people in Egypt
“at the hand of their oppressors, overseers, and drivers...Go down into Egypt and tell old
Pharaoh to let my people go” (3). God is the One who guides the people through the
wilderness by night and by day.
In contrast to God, Hall depicts Moses as God’s interpellated, though somewhat
reluctant agent: “And Moses said, ‘Lord who am I to make a speech before Pharaoh? For
Lord, you know, I am slow of tongue’” (3). Yet, in spite of his trepidation, Moses
responds to God’s call and God’s command. As instructed, he does not draw nigh to God
but stops in his tracks and obediently takes his shoes off. As any logical person would, he
hides his face in the presence of his powerful God. After reassurance that God will “be
[his] mouth and tongue” (3), Moses makes the journey to Egypt and presents God’s
demands to Pharaoh. Moses acts as God’s agent in administering the plagues. Moses
represents God in leading the people out of Egypt.
Continuing, Hall describes Pharaoh’s reaction to God’s command: And Pharaoh
looked at Moses. He stopped still and looked at Moses, and he said to Moses, “Who is
this Lord? I know all the gods of Egypt, but I know no God of Israel. So go back, Moses,
and tell your God, I will not let His people go” (3).
Quoting Hayden White, Fisher reminds us that “Where, in any account of reality
narrative is present, we can be sure that morality or a moral impulse is present too” (249).
In Hall’s declamation, Pharaoh’s “hard-hearted” (4) refusal to release God’s people from
bondage is the moral issue Hall, as declaimer, addresses. Pharaoh’s wife highlights this
issue when she asks, “Who’s gonna serve us now?” (4). Hall elaborates on it in the
declamation with the words, “Four hundred years. Four hundred years, they’d been down
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in Egypt land, held down under the driver’s lash, working without money and without
price” (4). Fisher explains it intellectually: “The sort of hierarchy condemned by the
narrative praxis is the sort that is marked by the will to power, the kind of system in
which elites struggle to dominate and to use the people for their own ends...” (249). Thus,
Pharaoh becomes the immoral adversary who God and Moses have to defeat. And, defeat
him they did. Hall concludes:
And right then, Moses led them out...In the morning, oh, in the morning,
[the Egyptians] missed the Hebrew children... and it might have been
Pharaoh’s wife that said, “Pharaoh, look what you’ve done. You’ve gone
and let those Hebrew children go. Who’s gonna serve us now?” ...And
Pharaoh and his army pursued the Hebrew children to the edge of the Red
Sea. Now, the children of Israel, looking back, saw Pharaoh’s army
coming ... And the children of Israel all lost faith. The children of Israel all
lost hope ... And Moses said, “Stand still! Stand still and see the Lord’s
salvation. For the Lord God of Israel will not forsake His people...Moses
lifted up his rod over the Red Sea. God, with a blast of His nostrils, blew
the waters apart. The waves rolled back and stood in a pile and left a path
through the middle of the sea dry as the sands of the desert. And the
children of Israel all crossed over on to the other side. When Pharaoh saw
them crossing dry, he dashed on in behind them. Old Pharaoh got ‘bout
halfway cross and God unlashed the waters and the waves rushed back
together and Pharaoh and all his army got lost; and all his host got
drowned...And God led the Hebrew children on, til they reached the
Promise Land. Listen! Listen, all you sons of Pharaoh, who do you think
can hold God’s people when The Lord God Himself has said, “Let my
people go!”
Summary
The Exodus story, as declaimed by Hall, should not be considered as mere
fantasy. Through the mytho-logical appeal of her declamation, she balances plausible
fiction with a coherent narrative. By declaiming a sermon that was contextually situated
in Biblical history, experienced by African American slaves, and preached by Johnson
during the Jim Crow Era, she provides meaning and relevance for those who heard and
interpreted it in the chapel at Princeton and, perhaps, for hearers and interpreters today.
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Further, Hall connects the culture and context of the Israelites with the culture and
context of African Americans. By declaiming Johnson’s sermon, she reveals the moral
issue of the Exodus story through the Egyptians’ oppressive treatment of the Israelites
and Pharaoh’s refusal to release them from bondage. She also relays her conviction that
the God of the Exodus was on the side of the oppressed Israelites and that this same God
delivered African Americans from the Slave, Jim Crow, and Civil Rights Eras. African
Americans’ faith in God to free them from bondage and in freedom itself is what Hall
refers to as freedom faith. Hall’s retelling of the story mytho-logically allows her to
withstand the narrative fidelity test because it resonates as true with audiences who have
experienced the story in their own lives just as she told it.
Workshop Address, “Dare We Preach?”
delivered at Princeton Theological Seminary’s
12th Annual Conference of the National Association of Black Seminarians,
March 16, 1990
“Dare We Preach?” is a speech that equips preachers for ministry in the freedom
faith tradition. Additionally, it explains the basis of Hall’s freedom faith perspective. In
my close textual analysis of it, I highlight Hall’s use of invention, example, and
comparison as rhetorical strategies. I also include concepts of hybridity, when applicable,
which supports my argument that Hall’s hybrid freedom faith rhetoric did not end with
the Civil Rights Movement.
Introduction
During our interview, DuBois Wynn, Hall’s son, informed me that his mother was
in great demand as a public speaker in academic and religious settings long before she
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attained her Ph.D. Hall presented the lecture, “Dare We Preach?” on March 16, 1990, in
her capacity as lead facilitator at a workshop for the Association of Black Seminarians at
Princeton Theological Seminary. Her audience was comprised of students, faculty, board
members, and preachers from the Princeton Community. What is interesting is that Hall
was still a graduate student at Princeton at this time so the fact that she served as lead
facilitator speaks to the high regard in which she was held by the academic community.
Analysis
In the opening remarks of her address, “Dare We Preach?” Hall supports my
argument for the existence of freedom faith rhetoric beyond the Civil Rights Era in her
invitation to her audience of seminarians and preachers to consider the challenges to their
own particular ministries within the perspective of the African American preaching
tradition of freedom faith (Prathia Hall Wynn, “Dare” 2). Hall begins by thanking the
Association for extending the invitation to her to serve as facilitator of the conference
workshop. She then seeks to build ethos in several ways. First, she mentions that she has
participated in many such conferences in one role or another for quite some time. By so
doing, she establishes credibility with the audience, who, as a result, will most likely
view her as a person of competence and experience. Towards the end of her opening
statement, Hall solidifies her credibility even more by presenting herself as someone who
has a connection with God. She assures her audience that God is present, that “God is
about to move in a particular way, and that God is preparing us or offering to us an
opportunity to prepare ourselves to be able to move with God in the divine agenda”
(P. Wynn, “Dare” 3).
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Notice that Hall uses the proper noun, God, three times in this sentence instead of
substituting the masculine pronoun, He. This was a common practice of Hall’s and of
many womanist theologians and other preachers who believe in using inclusive or nongendered language when speaking on in religious topics or in religious settings.
Kimberly Patrice Johnson notes that this practice stems from the feminist tradition, which
“recognizes that women’s voices have been historically silenced in the church and in the
Bible” (diss. 10). Johnson further reminds readers of womanist theologians’ belief that
women, as well as men, are created in the imago Dei (image of God [83]). These
theologians believe that to refer to God exclusively in the masculine is another sexist
practice that devalues and subjugates women. Inclusive or non-gendered references to
God allows Hall to avoid contributing to this patriarchal and sexist practice and to retain
her womanist theological concepts with integrity.3
Next, Hall fosters goodwill by commending the Association of Black Seminarians
leaders and their faculty mentors for the strides they have made in the organization and
structure of the association. Hall then reveals a high degree of wisdom and integrity by
encouraging the educators in the audience, including herself, to refrain from “running
around with...pride in our M. Divs. and our Harvards; and our Princetons and our
whatevers...[and to] understand that there is a purpose for our education, and that is
service; that is making a difference in this world...” (P. Wynn, “Dare” 2). By

See Katie G. Canon’s “Metalogues and Dialogues,” Chapter Twelve in Katie’s Canon:
Womanism and the Soul of the Black Community, New York: The Continuum Publishing
Company, 1995]), 136-43.
3

.
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interpolating the inclusive pronouns “we,” “our,” and “we’re” throughout her opening
statement, Hall establishes identity between speaker and listener and, as a result,
increases her ethos even more.
Hall begins her address by sharing her thesis, which she refers to as the
explanatory sentence to the title, “Dare We Preach?” Her thesis statement is “Within the
perspective of the critical principles of the African American preaching tradition, we will
consider the contemporary challenges to the preaching ministry in the African American
church” (2). She then advises her listeners that the title, “Dare We Preach?” has rhetorical
significance. Hall explains that it is not a rhetorical question which requires no answer.
She indicates that the title is a kind of rhetorical trope within which other questions are
embedded. Hall elaborates that the title question, “Dare We Preach?” invokes such
questions such as “How dare we preach?” “Do we dare preach?” and “Dare we not
preach?” (2). It is obvious that Hall intends it as a thought-provoking question because
she tells her listeners, “This workshop will, I hope, assist you in grappling with the
questions...and challenges in your own ministry” (2).
After restating her thesis, Hall provides general instructions and insights about the
small group setting. Apparently, the room is overflowing with participants because she
comments that the groups are too large and there is a shortage of chairs. After providing
additional instructions about the noise level, Hall opens the lecture by asking each group
to discuss the questions, ‘What is the heritage?” and “What are the critical principles of
the African American preaching tradition?” (3).
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At this point in the lecture, Hall entertains responses to those two questions from
the small groups, which someone from the audience writes on the board. After all
responses are given, Hall compiles them into one descriptive answer:
As central to the African American preaching tradition, preaching which
tells the story which is applicable to our lives, which has as crucial to it the
preacher’s identity in Christ and a liberation praxis...is not only a
personalization of the message but it’s an actualization of the message in
the social order...it’s an existential reality—a right now reality—which
points to God beyond history, and a lifestyle of social and political action.
...So, our humanity is affirmed (5).
This compilation of the audience’s responses is laced with freedom faith concepts
because it implies that Christian preaching must be liberating, personal, relevant to the
social order, practiced on a day to day basis, and must affirm the auditors’ humanity
before God.
Hall then begins her prepared address, which she presents in a combined
chronological-problem-solution arrangement. This dual speech design allows her to
present the current problem, that is, how to minister in today’s world and still preserve
the African American preaching tradition, and the historical solution, freedom faith, in a
circular yet coherent fashion. By this I mean that Hall begins her address by presenting
the current situation that ministers face, then circling back through history to cover the
origins of the Black preaching tradition, and ending with the solution to the dilemma
facing the preachers in attendance at the workshop, which, again, is freedom faith.
In her preview of what she will discuss, Hall shares the two principles that
support the groups’ compiled definition of the heritage and praxis of African American
preaching. Hall informs them that the first of the two principles is expressed in the work
of Peter Paris (The Social Teachings of the Black Church) and in the words of Richard
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Allen, founder of the AME Church, along with Absalom Jones. Allen, Jones, and the
early AME Church adopted as their motto, “God our Father, Christ our Redeemer, Man
our brother” (6). By Hall’s interpretation, this motto supports Paris’ prophetic belief in
“the equality...or, the kinship of all humanity before God” (6). Paris’ and Allen’s
perspectives lead to Hall’s hermeneutical conclusion that “God is no respecter of
persons” (6).
Using the rhetorical device, hypophora, Hall leads with another rhetorical
question, one that she fully intends to answer: “Why on earth would African slaves
choose the religion of their slavemaster?” (6). To the delight of her audience, as noted by
their numerous verbal interjections of “Amen” and “That’s right,” as well as their
applause, Hall immediately answers that they did not. Rather, the slaves “...heard the
religion of the slavemaster, had their own hermeneutic of suspicion, and understood that
that was not real; that that was heresy; that that was idolatry; that that was not
Christianity; and over and over again affirmed that what they believed...and what they
preached was real religion” (6).
In her recap of slaves’ refusal to appropriate the sermons of the “missionary
preacher or White missionary or the Black appointed, assigned slave preacher” (6), Hall’s
perspectives match those of Mark Lawrence McPhail and David A. Frank, who believe
that “the Bible was first and foremost an expression of God’s contempt for slavery...
[L]eaders and participants of the civil rights movement understood its message as
antithetical to American social and religious practices” (212).
Next, Hall introduces the second principle that she wishes to discuss about
heritage and challenges to leadership, freedom faith. Hall says, “Freedom faith is, it
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seems to me, the absolute, positively no doubt about it conviction that God intends this
people to be free—not slaves—and that God is at work in the universe in behalf of that
freedom” (P. Wynn, “Dare We Preach?” 7). She emphasizes that freedom faith was and
is the central principle to the African American heritage and that “the faith struggle and
the freedom struggle were irretrievably woven together” (7), so much so that the
advancement of the African American race has rested upon the hybridization of the two
struggles.
As another rhetorical strategy, Hall proceeds by providing vivid examples of
freedom faith throughout the history of Blacks in America. She cites examples of the
slave revolts, discussions of the rebellions in the platform speeches of “independent
Black churches of the North, and actualized [revolts] on the plantations of the South” (8).
Also, Hall invokes the names and contributions of Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey, and
Nat Turner. No doubt, these are well-known slave revolt leaders were familiar to this
group of seminarians. Hall relates Turner’s refutation to one of his executioners as he
stood on the hangman’s scaffold. The executioner taunted that, with the noose around his
neck, he would bet Turner realized his mistake. Turner simply responded, “Was Christ
not crucified?” (8). Turner’s rhetorical question required no explanation then or when
Hall raised it during her address. In both contexts it most probably was viewed as the
statement of a person of faith who was willing to give his life for the cause of freedom.
Hall elaborates that, “Freedom from sin—personal—and freedom from bondage—the sin
of others—were twin yearnings, irretrievably woven together in the spirit of oppressed
Black people. The notion that the quest for spiritual freedom eclipsed or became a
substitute for political freedom is just not supported by the evidence” (8).
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Continuing, Hall emphasizes that this dual yearning was evinced in the early days
of the AME church, which was founded on issues of religious and socioeconomic
freedom by a group of African Methodists who had suffered oppression as members of
the White Methodist church in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. This yearning was not
confined to Northern Blacks but is part of the African American religious tradition that
spread throughout northern and southern churches during the days of slavery The outdoor
hideaway churches of slaves in the South, which Hall refers to as “brush arbor
sanctuaries” (8), allowed the worshippers to define and craft their own religion, organize
their own churches, and plan their freedom revolts.
Hall displays integrity in invention by logically presenting several wellresearched facts about the role of the Black church in the freedom struggle. She informs
her audience that as Black churches continued to organize, their preachers operated under
a great deal of caution. They faithfully taught the freedom faith beliefs to their
parishioners as they understood it through the Exodus story. They usually had no choice
but to teach it under the watchful eye of the slavemaster or the slavemaster’s spies.
From Hall’s narrative, I ascertain that these preachers became skilled at
Signifyin(g), a word that Henry Louis Gates, Jr. views as “agnominatio” of the word,
signifying (46). Gates explains that agnominatio is “repetition of a word with an
alteration of both one letter and a sound” (46). This rhetorical strategy, as dubbed by
Roger D. Abrahams (77), is a “technique of indirect argument or persuasion, a language
of implication...” (54) aimed at achieving “direction through indirection” (54). An
example of this strategy is Hall’s account of Paul Laurence Dunbar’s antebellum preacher
who, while preaching the Exodus story, repeatedly interjects the phrase, “I’m still
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apreachin’ ancient; ain’t talkin’ ‘bout today” (P. Wynn, “Dare” 9). This was the
preacher’s way of proclaiming the God of the Israelites as the God of the oppressed
slaves while denying that he was doing it. In essence, these preachers spoke in doublevoice, as discussed in Chapters Three and Four, to conceal the true meaning of their
sermon, thereby protecting themselves from severe repercussions.
Further, Hall reminds her audience that freedom faith discussions and speeches
among Blacks were not bound by geography or class. She compares the philosophy of
northern Blacks who were born free with that of transplanted Blacks from the South who
had suffered the degradation of slavery and had attained their freedom by either
purchasing it or fleeing the slave plantations. The revolt situations during slavery and the
oratory that they generated in the North sparked some controversy between these groups.
Blacks who were born free proposed a more gradualist, philosophical approach while
Blacks who had struggled to attain their freedom spoke with “apocalyptic urgency” (9).
Often, the latter group of rhetors encouraged slave rebellions in the name of Christianity.
To reinforce her point, Hall shares the words of Henry Highland Garnett, a Presbyterian
minister:
Your condition does not absolve you from your moral obligation. The
diabolical injustice by which your liberties are cloven down, neither God
nor angels or just men command you to suffer for a single moment.
Therefore, it is your solemn, imperative duty to use every means—moral,
intellectual, and physical—that promise success (10).
Hall concludes the lecture by re-emphasizing that the teaching of freedom faith
was as necessary in the perseverance of the African American heritage in her day as it
was in the days of slavery. This heritage, Hall says, “is a faith in freedom and a faith for
freedom. And when that has been in the preaching from African American pulpits in
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proper tension with this liberation praxis, we’ve made forward strides” (10)...and, when
there is discontinuity, we mark time or lose ground” (7).
Summary
This close examination of Hall’s address, “Dare We Preach?” and the lifting of
her facts, examples, and comparisons have supported several key principles of my
argument for freedom faith as a hybrid rhetoric of protest. By including the phrases “our
preaching heritage” and “our preaching task” (3) in her thesis statement, Hall set my
expectation that her speech was relevant to my argument that freedom faith was both a
past and present phenomenon, where heritage is symbolic of something from the past and
task is symbolic of something to be done in the present. Hall does not disappoint.
Because she logically cites relevant examples throughout the lecture, I was able to
connect the novice principles of freedom faith rhetoric with the firmly established
rhetorical strategies, Signifyin(g) and double-voicedness. Additionally, her address offers
evidence that the freedom faith of African Americans has its origins in the slave
churches, slave struggles, and the slaves themselves. Of equal importance, her address to
the chapel service attendees in 1989 serves as proof that Hall articulated freedom faith
rhetoric for decades after her involvement in the Civil Rights Movement had come to an
end. Of most significance is her statement, “And when [faith in freedom and faith for
freedom have] been in the preaching from African American pulpits in proper tension
with this liberation praxis, we’ve made forward strides” (10)...and, when there is
discontinuity, we mark time or lose ground” (7). This statement is significant because it
establishes the foundation for the epideictic message that follows, wherein Hall
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antithetically compares an African American culture in which freedom faith principles
are taught and practiced with one where they are ignored and forgotten.
Sermon, “Freedom-Faith”
delivered at Brown Chapel AME Church,
Selma, Alabama, Mar. 23, 2000
In the sermon, “Freedom Faith” Hall commemorates the thirty-fifth anniversary
of Bloody Sunday, responds to the rhetorical situation being faced by African Americans
since the end for the Civil Rights Movement, and recruits a new generation of freedom
fighters for the freedom struggle. She was videoed while delivering the sermon at Brown
Chapel AME Church for inclusion in the final scene to Episode Four of the documentary,
This Far by Faith. This textual analysis will show how Hall employs dimensions of time
and repetition throughout the sermon. She does this to persuade her audience that
freedom faith was as necessary for the alleviation of urgent exigencies faced by African
Americans in the year 2000 as it had been for their ancestors during the Civil Rights
Movement and prior.
Through her argument, I am able to bring my argument for freedom and faith as
rhetorics of protest that, when hybridized, compelled African Americans from slavery
through the Civil Rights Era to risk life and livelihood for the cause of freedom to a close.
Additionally, the mere fact that Hall preached about freedom faith in the year 2000
substantiates my claim that freedom faith rhetoric was still extant beyond the Civil Rights
Era. Before reviewing the analysis of the sermon, however, we must consider its context.
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Context of Sermon
As Hall left the South, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of
1965 were passed as the beginning steps towards correcting the rhetorical situation for
southern Blacks. As a result, legalized segregation and voter discrimination were brought
to an end. Concomitantly, new leaders of SNCC and other civil right organizations began
to emerge. Many of them, especially those with SNCC and CORE, the two groups with
the largest youth constituency, began to replace demands for “Freedom Now” with
demands for “Black Power.” Steven F. Lawson points out that “The chant for black
power voiced both cultural and political aspirations. More a rallying cry than a systematic
program, black power expressed the dual message of racial unity and group selfdetermination” (121).
The emergence of the cry for Black Power is rhetorically significant to my
research because the freedom faith rhetoric of former slaves, Martin Luther King, and
other lesser known civil rights speakers, including Hall, was excluded from newly elected
SNCC leader Stokely Carmichael’s and other black power proponents’ more
“seculariz[ed]” protest speeches (Stewart 435). Additionally, the new Black Power
rhetoric “challenge[d] the culture at large” rather than just the culture of the South
(Burgess 180). Many Blacks embraced the rhetoric of emerging civil rights leaders, who
no longer viewed the strategy of nonviolence and the goal of integration as viable for the
freedom struggle. Instead, they responded to exponentially high employment among
Blacks, unequal housing, and unequal access to all the benefits of mainstream society
with calls for Black pride, self-determination, and self-defense.
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But, the Black Power rhetoric was viewed as incendiary and racially divisive by
many others because it altogether eschewed activism coalitions with Whites. Conversely,
it called for their ouster from leadership roles and from joint participation with Blacks in
civil rights projects. If Blacks were to control their own destiny, then it was necessary
that they and they alone shape it, according to Carmichael and other Black Power
proponents.
In other instances, Blacks understood Black Power as a call to outright rebellion
and civil disturbance, as evidenced by the riots in Watts, Newark, and Detroit in the mid1960s. Riots and demonstrations in those areas and others portrayed African American
participants as aggressive rhetorical agents who were uncharacteristically and
“unmistakably on the offensive” (Burgess 180). Culturally, those offensives contributed
to the breakdown of community in Black neighborhoods as Whites fleeing integration
were almost overtaken by Blacks fleeing from ghettoes and taking occupancy of their
vacated middle class houses. This Black and White flight left the most vulnerable in
urban Black communities double victims of racial as well as interracial marginalization.
This situation was exacerbated by high unemployment among Blacks, school busing to
achieve integration, and the federal government’s reallocation of promised funding for
civil rights programs to the war in Viet Nam.
Hall, who served as pastor of a church in one such urban community in North
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, from 1977 until her death in 2002, had this to say about
ministry in the inner city:
It is not a glamorous charge; it is a tough charge. And there are days when
the neighborhood children to whom we minister are running through the
place and it seems that ten or twelve can authentically simulate an army
demolition crew. ...[days] when, in the middle of the Bible story or a
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music lesson they break into the lesson with what the streets have taught
them, to fight over anything or nothing, I must confess, I sometimes find
myself looking to the Lord of the church and saying, “Lord, I know you
said to feed your sheep but, these sheep, Lord?” And, the Lord of the
church... speaks back to me and says, “Pastor, these sheep! (“The World in
Whose Hands” 5).
Similarly, in a lecture that she gave at Princeton the next year, she shared that
ministering in a neighborhood
where people hurt the most in our society; where there is much
wretchedness; where we go and pick up children from crack houses for
Sunday School and those who go to pick them up are as afraid for
themselves as they are for the children they are trying to reach [is like]
preaching to stomps (“Preaching to Stomps” 9).
This new rhetorical situation is why, as a panelist on C-SPAN in 1998, Hall
further commented,
We’ve always heard you don’t mix religion and politics. And yet, the
mainstream of the African American church, like our African heritage,
does not separate the religious and the political...the impact is we’re still at
it. And what makes us show up for a panel such as this one? We’re
recruiting. We’re hoping that somehow our conversations, our sharing,
will inspire somebody to believe that we can do it again (“Civil Rights
Movement in 1963”).
Analysis
At the time that Hall delivers the “Freedom-Faith” sermon at Brown Chapel, she
is still serving as pastor of Mt. Sharon. Based upon her above observations and the
content of this sermon, the situation for Blacks in America remained tenuous as the new
exigencies, identified by Hall as internal within the Black community, prolonged their
attainment of freedom. The physical audience is comprised of the other participants in the
filming of the PBS documentary and a handful of onlookers. But, Hall uses the
documentary forum to speak to a television audience of viewers. Because of her
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awareness and concern for the rhetorical situation that Blacks in America were then
facing, her sermon was particularly invented for a Black viewing audience.
Hall begins her delivery with the immediate interjection of the rhetorical device,
repetition. She thrice uses the word “good” in two short, simple sentences: “Good
morning.” and “How very good it is to say good morning” (“Freedom Faith” transcript
1). This simple sentence structure prevails throughout the sermon, as does the repetition.
Hall’s usage of it in the two opening sentences sets the tone for more significant
interjections of repetitive parallelism of same ideas, beginning words or phrases in
sentences or clauses, and opposing ideas, all purposefully designed to emphasize key
points and keep focus on her argument for the need for freedom faith.
Next, Hall breaks the ice by establishing goodwill with the host pastor. She thanks
him for his “gracious hospitality” and for “the graciousness of this preaching place” (1).
Her ice-breaking remarks are uncharacteristically brief on this occasion, as is the sermon
(a little more than four pages), possibly because of the time constraints connected with
the medium of television.
Hall proceeds to the reading of the scripture. Her selection of the inclusive
pronoun us in her invitation to listeners to “hear the word of the Lord as given us in the
letter of Paul to the Galatian Christians” helps to create identity between her and her
audience(s). The word, us, denotes that her message from the Lord is directed at her as
well as at her listeners. However, through that same sentence, she increases her
credibility because even though she includes herself as one of the recipients of the
message, she is exclusively the one whom the Lord has chosen to deliver it.
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Hall then reads the scripture from the apostle Paul’s epistle to the fledgling
Christian church at Galatia, which, according to most biblical accounts, he wrote
approximately 55 CE:
For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not
submit again, to a yoke of slavery. For you were called to freedom,
brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for
self-indulgence, but through love, become slaves one to another. For the
whole law is summed up in a single commandment. “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself.” (The Holy Bible, Gal. 5.1, 13, 14)
Hall concludes the reading of the scripture with an additional assurance of her
credibility with the statement, “This is the word of God for the people of God” (1).
Hall follows with a statement of her thesis: “I have come to this place, made holy
by the blood of freedom’s martyrs, to talk about Freedom Faith” (1). After hearing the
reading of the scripture and the thesis declaration, the audience can anticipate from the
onset that Hall will connect past, present, and future concepts or events. They can
anticipate this because she has chosen an ancient biblical mandate with unveiled freedom
rhetoric as her scriptural reference. The mandate, to stand firm in the freedom that Christ
has provided and to “not submit again, to a yoke of slavery” contains the “archetypal
metaphor” (Osborn 306) freedom, a word that is timeless and enduring in its appeal for
liberty. Freedom was and is applicable and desirable in the past, present, and future.
Additionally, Hall’s choice of the scriptural text and thesis denotes an automatic
connection of ancient scripture to African Americans’ past, present and future struggles
for freedom. Through the sentence fragment “I have come to this place, made holy by the
blood of freedom’s martyrs,” Hall connects the African American heritage of the freedom
struggle with the not too distant past events of Bloody Sunday. Since Brown Chapel has
been “made holy (emphasis are mine) by the blood of freedom martyrs,” I suggest early

120

on that, to Hall, faith and freedom are still blended and that freedom faith is still relevant,
still interdependent, still necessarily a hybrid rhetoric.
Hall presents her temporal narrative in a circular organizational structure. She
begins the second paragraph in the past by recounting the horrible events of Bloody
Sunday in 1965. In the very next paragraph, she advances to the present but quickly
returns to the 1960s and zigzags between that time period and ancient biblical history to
compare the resolve of Selma’s activists on the bridge with that of Christ on the way to
Calvary.
Hall parallels the above rhetorical strategy in Paragraphs Four and Five but
instead of moving between the 1960s and biblical times, she moves between the 1960s
and the Slave Era. Hall again progresses to the present in the sixth and seventh
paragraphs where, with reliance on the theme scripture, she solidifies her argument for
the necessity of freedom faith in the lives of 21st century African Americans. Hall
appropriately concludes the temporal journey looking to the future in Paragraphs Eight
and Nine, where she hopes freedom faith will, once again, find eminence.
In the first paragraph, Hall briefly reminisces,
The last time I was in Brown Chapel AME Church, the stench of tear gas
was in the air. Blood covered the heads and faces of those who had been
beaten bloody by the clubs of Jim Clark’s posse and the so-called
Alabama State Safety Patrol. People were sobbing, screaming in pain and
shock. That day in March 1965 has gone down in history as Bloody
Sunday” (1).
She quickly follows with the question “Now I ask you on this bright sunny
Sunday in March in the year 2000, why did so many put their lives at risk” (1)? Hall
manipulates the repetitive components of this rhetorical question in two ways. First, she
repeats the phrase “Sunday in March in the year 2000” as an antithetical parallel
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comparison of “That day in March 1965...Bloody Sunday.” She begins by comparing that
day’s “good morning,” a phrase that she repeats twice, with the past event, which
occurred on another Sunday in March in a much more gruesome context, one that was so
traumatic and torturous to the freedom fighters that “it has gone down in history as
Bloody Sunday” (1).
Second, by repeating the temporal elements of past and present Sundays in
March, Hall is able to segue to an even more ancient but relevant event. To do this she
introduces a second scripture, one that is more authoritative than the passage she read
earlier because the second scripture lifts the actions of Jesus shortly before he was
crucified. Referencing the second scripture does not contradict the first scripture but
paradigmatically demonstrates its meaning. Hall uses parallelism to show how Jesus’
actions were the model for the actions of the freedom fighters in Selma in 1965. Just as
Jesus “turned his face toward Jerusalem... like a flint” to be tried, mocked, humiliated,
scourged, and crucified, so had the audiences’ ancestors turned their faces toward the
Edmond Pettus Bridge to be brutally beaten and attacked. Hall then inserts another
question, which mirrors the one posed earlier: “Why did [Jesus] do it?’ Employing
hypophora (apparently one of her favorite rhetorical devices) Hall explicitly provides the
answer to the second question and implicitly provides the answer to the first. Both Jesus
and the martyrs of Selma did it for freedom.
Hall’s vivid account of the suffering of past freedom fighters of the 1960s in the
paragraph that follows the introduction and her abrupt rhetorical question to her audience
of now in the second paragraph allows the audience to experience what Thomas S. Frentz
refers to as “time on the form of life level” (294). Frentz describes the form of life level
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as “a historical concept—fusing past and future in the present” (294), affording orator
and listener the necessary agency to take corrective and unified action for a moral cause.
Since Hall’s message is grounded in scripture, this concept strikes me as being similar to
what Michael Leff refers to as a transition “from sacred to secular” (“Dimensions of
Temporality” 566) wherein the speech moves from events in scripture to real-time or
historical secular events.
Through numerous repetitions of the words free, freedom, faith, or any
combination thereof, Hall is able to ground her argument for freedom faith. Of the thirtyeight times that she repeats the words free or freedom in the sermon, there are fourteen
occurrences in the fourth paragraph alone (For freedom, Christ has set us free; I woke up
with my mind stayed on freedom; I’m walking and talking with my mind stayed on
freedom; ain’t no harm to keep your mind stayed on freedom; Oh Freedom; oh Freedom
over me; and go home to my Lord and be free; those freedom marchers; It was a freedom
faith; a faith in freedom; a faith for freedom; ...the absolute, positive without a doubt
conviction that God intended them to be free; and, that faith in freedom). This enhances
the auditor’s understanding that the freedom archetype is the backbone of the sermon.
Continuous repetition further ensures that its universal message connects pathetically to
the majority of audience listeners (Osborn 306).
Further, these parallel repetitive endings are strategically placed by Hall to
function as permanent memory implants of the freedom theme, demonstrating that Christ,
the Perfect Paradigm, died so that African Americans could be free and so that they,
through faith in that freedom, would carry on the freedom fight and would pass the
freedom faith tradition on to their children.
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Interestingly, the word, faith, appears only thirteen times in the sermon. In eight
of the thirteen occurrences, it accompanies the word freedom. What is clear to me is that
Hall does not subordinate the faith concept under the freedom concept but because she
wants to remain hermeneutically faithful to the theme scripture, which is saturated in
freedom language, freedom is the concept on which she must focus. She allows it, along
with the thirteen strong references to faith that do appear, to implicitly represent the one
hybridized concept. For her, it is never just freedom and never just faith. Instead, it is
always the monolithic hybrid, freedom faith.
The breakdown of the freedom faith tradition is the rhetorical situation that
demands Hall’s sermonic response. According to her, the present-day tendency (in the
year 2000) of some Blacks was to “give up the fight for economic freedom before they
had] even begun the struggle” (3). She repeats the scripture to emphasize that to neglect
the fight is to fail to adhere to the scriptural mandate, “...do not submit again to a yoke of
bondage.” Notice Hall’s artistic mastery of the rhetorical devices repetition and
parallelism in the following short sentence and two successive phrases in this paragraph:
“It was a freedom faith. A faith in freedom. A faith for freedom.” (2). First, there is her
use of alliteration4 in the words beginning with the letter f. Of the thirteen words in the
phrases, seven of them begin with f. Second, there is her use of anaphora, where she
repeats the phrase, a faith, at the beginning of the last two phrases. Third, there is her use
of epistrophe, where she ends two of the phrases with the same word, freedom. Fourth,
there is her use of expolitio, the repetition of the same idea, freedom faith, by changing
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I am immensely grateful to Merci Decker, Ph.D. student, Department of
Communication, University of Memphis, for sharing her list of rhetorical devices with me during
Spring 2010.
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around the words. Last, there is her use of isocolon, in which each of the three phrases is
parallel in length, structure, and rhetorical salience.
Of equal interest in this paragraph is Hall’s circular transition in time from sacred
to secular and moving again to the form of life level as she encourages her audience to
commit to the freedom struggle. For, to give up on the fight contradicts the spirit of the
ancestors, both slave and civil rights, who faced “the forces of death...[ refusing] to go
down in defeat” (2). To give up on the fight is to reject the Spirit of God, who “was, right
now, standing with them” (2).
In Paragraph Four, Hall regresses again to the distant and not too distant past,
paralleling the “amazing” survival of African Americans from slavery through the Civil
Rights Era:
A central principle in the African American religious belief enabled them
to survive the cruelty and brutality of the Middle Passage, slavery,
lynching, terror, segregation, discrimination, Jim Crow, Jane Crow, denial
and duplicity. And yet,[they] remain[ed] whole persons who, though
bloody and cast down, were not destroyed. It’s amazing, isn’t it? It’s
amazing. Yes, it’s amazing. The freedom faith of our ancestors still burned
within us thirty-five years ago, and strengthened us to do battle with the
extraordinarily powerful forces of racial and economic injustice until,
before our very eyes, walls came tumbling. It is amazing.
Hall’s repetitive use of the god-term, amazing, indicates that she has again
situated her audience in the sacred realm where the Divine has directed this “amazing”
phenomenon throughout the generations. Repetitiveness seems to be Hall’s way of
emphasizing that “[t]he whole process transcends the narrow limits of human
understanding” (Leff, “Dimensions of Temporality” 566).
Hall antithetically transitions back to a secular temporality by beginning the next
sentence and paragraph with the word “but” (3). She does not move from sacred to
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secular abruptly but she patiently orchestrates the move by again repeating the theme
scripture:
But, the scripture does not allow us to rest upon the freedom faith of our
foremothers and forefathers. It has a compelling word to us right now.
Indeed, it has a word for us as we march into the 21st century. Paul follows
his declaration of freedom in Christ with the admonition, “Stand firm,
therefore, in the freedom where with Christ has set you free and do not
submit again to a yoke of slavery” (3).
Further, Hall uses the above antithetical parallel sentence (the first sentence in the
above quote) to introduce the opposing idea of African Americans present exigency of
life without freedom faith and a brighter future of life with freedom faith, on which she
elaborates in the remaining paragraphs. Specifically in the fifth paragraph following the
thesis, Hall proposes, “Now, it’s one thing to salute the awesome courage, vision, and
determination of our foremothers and forefathers. But, my sisters and my brothers, what
is this business about standing firm in the present tense? Could this possibly make
reference to our handling of the legacy of freedom struggles today?” (3).
Hall also identifies several constraints with which present-day African Americans
must contend in this paragraph. One of them is the tendency of some African Americans
to forget the freedom struggle because they do not wish to dwell on the past. She again
relies on alliteration (don’t dwell; these sad souls; bitter, better), and interjects a
previously unused form of repetition, palilogia, in the phrase “when we go through what
we must go through.” She uses repetition of the phrase as an appeal to pathos, which
strengthens the persuasive elements of her sermon.
Another constraint that Hall illuminates is some African Americans’ failure to
register to vote. This failure, Hall says, shows that”[s]ome of us have permitted our eyes
to give up the fight for... economic freedom before we have even begun the struggle” (4).

126

Still another constraint is the failure to pass the freedom faith story on to the next
generation. She elaborates: “our babies are killing each other, and themselves and [are]
...wasting their lives “in drugs and violence” (4), simply because they have not been told
of their value and worth to the freedom faith struggle. Hall’s elaboration in this manner
intensifies the urgency of this constraint. Next, she passionately amplifies the constraint
through epistrophe, that is, four repetitions of the phrase “we must tell them” employed
strategically at the end and beginning of lines and clauses: “We must tell them. We must
tell them how it is that we have come this far by faith. We must tell them. We must tell
them that, for freedom, Christ has made you free” (4).
An almost overlooked but salient rhetorical application of repetition is revealed
when Hall twice references “our foremothers and forefathers” in Paragraph Five and “my
sisters and my brothers” in Paragraphs Five and Seven. As I have already established,
Hall was a professed womanist theologian who had struggled at the intersection of race,
sex, and religious biases. As Michael Eric Dyson, Professor of Religious Studies at
DePaul University and political commentator for MSNBC observed, in spite of all of her
efforts and energy to gain freedom for others, she was a victim of discrimination in the
Baptist church and, ironically, “had to combat the very black men alongside whom she
fought for racial freedom in the '60s in her fight to exercise her ministerial gifts.”
Responding to this situation, Hall said, “I stood in the total authenticity of my being—
Black, preacher, Baptist, woman. For the same God who made me a preacher made me a
woman. And I am convinced God was not confused on either account” (qtd. in Dyson).
One of the ways that Hall combated sexism in the church was through her
consistent use of non-gendered language in sermons and all other settings, including
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religious settings. She believed that the value of theological language, as noted by
Delores Williams,
will ultimately reside in its ability to bring black women's history, culture,
and religious experience into the interpretive circle of Christian theology
and into the liturgical life of the church. Womanist theological language
must, in this sense, be an instrument for social and theological change in
church and society (D. Williams).
Hall stands in agreement with Williams and, in this sermon, is careful to list
foremothers and sisters ahead of forefathers and brothers each of the two times she
verbalizes these phrases. Hall’s ordering of these gender terms in this way is her way of
tearing down linguistic hierarchies that have historically placed women behind men or,
worse, have made women appear invisible.
Hall begins her conclusion of the sermon in the present while looking to the
future. Deviating from her simple sentence structure, she employs three complex loose
sentences at the very end to emphasize to her audience that “right now” (4) they must act
“...to continue freedom’s struggle; to rescue our children; to set them on the road to full
empowerment as human beings who have been set free for freedom” (5). She strengthens
her argument by repeating, “We have been freed, that we might set free” (5).
Hall follows in the next paragraph with another loosely structured sentence that
functions as the antithetical parallel to the one above:
Whether it is drugs or guns, or credit card cancer, or dehumanizing
relationships, or poor self-esteem, or apathy, complacency, or ignorance,
do not submit. Stand firm in the freedom faith of our mothers and fathers;
In the freedom faith of our elders; in the freedom faith of our Christ. And
let us know as Ella Baker taught us. “We who believe in freedom cannot
rest. We who believe in freedom cannot rest! We who believe in freedom
cannot rest until it comes!” (5).
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Summary
In summary, at the time that Hall preaches the sermon “Freedom Faith” at Brown
Chapel in the year 2000, she is still compelled to respond to the rhetorical situation of
African Americans. The overall situation has not changed; Blacks still have not achieved
full liberty. However, the exigency and constraints are totally different. Instead of overt
oppression, segregation, and disenfranchisement from the hegemonic White power
structure, Black Power rhetoric and all of its repercussions have drowned out or
eliminated freedom faith rhetoric, which Hall views as crucial to full attainment of
freedom for African Americans. Hall demonstrates this in the sermon in two major ways.
One, she employs numerous iterations of words, clauses, sentences, and phrases
including alliteration, parallels in sentence structure, and antithetical parallels. She
creates each repetition for either emphasis, pathetic appeal, or to strengthen her thesis.
Two, in this sermon, Hall demonstrates the Black community’s need for freedom
faith through her movement across time. Her sermonic time capsule transports her
audience across millenniums, centuries, and decades. By grounding the sermon in biblical
scripture, Hall lays a strong foundation for freedom as God’s will for African Americans
from the days of slavery through the Civil Rights Era to the present. She informs her
audience that the economic, criminal, and drug problems within the Black community are
the results of African Americans’ failure to pass the freedom faith legacy on to the next
generation. In the last chapter, we will explore the implications of this failure and Hall’s
legacy.
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CHAPTER 6
SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE STUDY, AND LEGACY
This, the sixth and final chapter of my dissertation, will be presented in three
sections. In Section One, I provide a summary of the chapters that I have presented.
Section Two contains some possible implications related to my work, including
suggestions for future study. I conclude this project with Section Three where I share my
thoughts on the legacy of Prathia L. Hall. To clearly elucidate her legacy, I include the
insights of Teresa Fry Brown, Dyson, Jessica Davenport, and other sources.
Summary
I have argued in this dissertation that the combined desire for freedom and a
heritage of faith on the part African Americans in the South before and during the Civil
Rights Era, which civil rights activist, professor, and womanist theologian Prathia
LauraAnn Hall described as freedom faith many years later, was the motivating force of
local Black activists who risked their lives for the cause of freedom. With hybridity
theories in linguistics and communication as a springboard and concepts of rhetorical
situation and textual criticism as methodologies, I have based my research in the existing
scholarship of academicians and theorists across several disciplinary fields including, but
not limited to, literary theorists and scholars Mikhail Bakhtin, Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and
Brannon Costello; communication and rhetorical scholars Lloyd F. Bitzer, Parke C.
Burgess, Kenneth Burke, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, Darrel Enck-Wanzer, David A. Frank,
Davis Houck, Kathleen Hall Jamieson, Michael Leff, Michael Mendelson, Michael
Osborn, Jacqueline Jones Royster, Gary S. Selby, and Herbert W. Simons; historians
Winston A. Grady-Willis, Marjorie A. Hope, Barbara Ransby, and Rosetta E. Ross; and
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journalists Lerone Bennett, Jr., James T. Matthews, and Claude A. Sitton. I have
expanded many of these communicators’ perspectives, and those of others, on hybridity,
Black Power rhetoric, rhetorical situation, mortification, generic hybrids, textual
criticism, declamation, archetypal metaphor, cultural pollution, Exodus Narrative, social
movements, and other key tenants that are pertinent to my argument.
Upon arrival in the South, Hall discovered that local Blacks were forced to exist
in an oppressive, urgent, and inhumane situation. This situation was worsened by gross
poverty, unfair wages, an equally unfair sharecropping system, disenfranchisement, and
other exigencies, all of which were perpetuated by strict enforcement of racist
segregation laws.
At the same time, Hall also witnessed the courage of the local Blacks in their fight
to be free. This courage was the result of their deeply-rooted faith in Christ, in the God of
the Israelites of the Exodus story, in freedom itself. This faith was as much a part of their
heritage as their longing for freedom. As my timeline of African Americans’ freedom
faith journey (Appendix L) reflects, Hall accurately traces the path of freedom faith back
to the days of slavery. This hybridized path is the base of Hall’s belief in freedom faith
and my argument for it as a hybrid rhetoric of protest.
I have shown how Bakhtin inspired Gates, Peterson, and numerous other scholars
to expand upon his work on hybridity in language. By researching and applying various
rhetorical tropes associated with hybridity to my analysis, such as Signifin(g) and doublevoicedness, and Jamieson and Campbell’s concept of fusing rhetorical genres to form
rhetorical hybrids, I have strengthened my argument that the combination of freedom
responses with faith responses emerged as a hybrid rhetoric of protest to combat, change,
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or alleviate the above-mentioned exigencies. I have defined this freedom faith rhetoric as
the verbal or non-verbal responses to the dangerous situation that the African Americans
in the southern region of the country faced in the 1960s and prior. Viewed in this manner,
the phrase, freedom faith, can refer to either the impetus behind the activists or the
written and oral responses to their actions, as I have pointed out in this work.
Through my close reading analysis of Hall’s speeches, I found a common thread
of connection: her reliance upon scripture to explain the freedom faith. Hall primarily
references the story of the Exodus but she deviates from this text in one of the sermons I
analyzed and lifts a scripture from the fifth chapter of Galatians that has an extremely
impactful freedom theme. However, this close reading revealed that she effectively
employed both biblical references to express her belief that faith was essential to the
success of African Americans in the continuing struggle for freedom. That is why Leff’s
work on textual criticism and Selby’s work on Exodus narrative were so invaluable to me
throughout this undertaking.
Burke’s insights on incongruity in word usage led me to consider how the
concepts of freedom and faith, when blended together, functioned as powerful symbols of
motivation and hope for indigent civil rights activists and their supporters, as expounded
upon by Hall in some of her speeches. Her additional responses to urgent situations, such
as her opening comments at the beginning of her mission in Atlanta in December of
1963, contained evidence of Burkean mortification, purification, and redemption, as I
have shown through my research.
With heavy reliance upon Bitzer’s rhetorical situation formulation, I was able to
analyze Hall’s freedom faith responses to exigent situations between 1962 and 1964 in
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the rural South, Albany and Atlanta, Georgia, and her responses during Freedom
Summer. I also engaged Osborn’s perspectives on archetypal metaphor often throughout
this enterprise, and expressly noted them twice, once during my elaboration on Hall’s
responses while in the rural South and once during my close reading analysis of her
sermon, “Freedom Faith.” Because of the epideictic nature of Hall’s speeches, I
attempted to show how archetypal metaphor and its relation to god-terms added artistic
clarity to Hall’s discourse.
My analysis of “Let My People Go,” “Dare We Preach?’ and “Freedom Faith”
served two functions. First, they supported my argument that freedom faith was of vital
importance to Hall beyond the Civil Rights Era, so much so that several of her lectures
and sermons between 1980 and 2000 were crafted around the freedom faith theme. As I
have conveyed, the mytho-logical appeal of her declamation narrative, “Let My People
Go” increased my understanding of the cultural exigencies of the Israelites in Egypt and
Blacks in America, and of how coherence and fidelity are markers of a well-presented
narrative. Both exigencies were the result of oppression of a group rendered powerless by
the dominant power structure.
Hall’s workshop address, “Dare We Preach?” was crafted as a speech of
instruction to a group of seminarians. This audience dictated that she take a different
approach in presenting her freedom faith perspectives. Instead of narrating a familiar
sermon or preaching one in a traditional format, I found through my analysis that she
invented a logical presentation with the rhetorical devices, hypophora, comparison, and
example as a part of her strategy. Hall’s use of these devices highlighted several
occurrences of Gate’s Signifyin(g) trope, double-voicedness. I shared examples of its
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presence not only in Hall’s freedom faith rhetoric but also in the rhetoric of slaves and
slave preachers, who spoke or sung in double-voice for their own safety or the safety of
others, specifically, Harriet Tubman.
I have revealed how Hall’s sermon, “Freedom Faith,” was temporally organized
to persuade her audience that freedom faith as an impetus for actively continuing the
freedom struggle was necessary in the lives of African Americans in the year 2000, and
for the generations to follow. Hall’s circular movement between biblical and slavery
time, biblical time and the 1960s, biblical time and the present, and any combination of
these movements provided strong support for her argument. Movement between sacred
time and secular time was also prominent throughout her message, as she argued that,
without a doubt, God intended African Americans to be free. In this sermon, Hall
expressed her belief that African Americans’ failure to pass the freedom faith heritage on
to next generations had resulted in new exigencies of drug abuse, babies killing babies,
self-imposed disenfranchisement, and a lack of self-value in the Black community As
Hall had done in the 1960s, she again called for Burkean acts of mortification,
purification and redemption among Blacks so that they would again understand the void
that breaking the freedom faith tradition had created. Without these acts of cleansing and
renewal, Blacks would continue to regress or become stagnant in the struggle for
freedom.
My additional close reading of these speeches, three of nine unpublished orations
by Hall that I have transcribed and shown as appendices in this work, support my
additional argument that she did not stop speaking about freedom faith after the Civil
Rights Era ended. But, she used it as her thesis in several speeches from 1980 through
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2000. Therefore, as I have further argued, Hall deserves recognition as a significant
contributor to field of rhetoric/communication.
Implications and Future Study
Completion of this phase of my research on the freedom faith speeches of Prathia
L. Hall leaves us with several interesting implications. First, we are left with the
implication that the emergence of Black Power rhetoric led to the decline, devaluing,
and/or disappearance of Freedom Faith Rhetoric; and, further, to the splintering of the
Civil Rights Movement. To what degree did Carmichael and other Black Power
advocates attack the freedom and faith-based words of traditional civil rights speakers?
How did the speeches of both groups antithetically reflect upon each other? What would
a comparison of both types of speeches reveal about freedom faith? Researching for
answers to these questions might shed light on this implication.
Next, my argument that freedom and faith rhetorics, when hybridized, formed a
new and distinct rhetoric, one that facilitated a change that neither of them could have
facilitated alone implies that the concept of a hybridized rhetoric need not be limited to
freedom and faith. Further study might reveal evidence of other hybridized belief systems
or rhetorical topics.
Completion of my work may have further implied that freedom faith in all of its
phases—developmental, implemental, active, and dormant—is exclusive to the culture
and lives of African Americans. It was not my intention to convey this thought because I
realize that the Black race is not the only race that has a strong faith foundation. A case in
point is the connection of the freedom journey of African Americans with people of
Hebrew descent, as this paper brought out. I would dare say that the majority of racial
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groups within our culture can boast of strong ties between their survival and their
religion, be it Christian-based or not.
But, the discourse that the research uncovered and the content and context of the
speeches narrowed the scope of this particular project to the freedom faith journey of
African Americans, exclusively. Although my exploration uncovered nine never
published speeches and a dozen or so more published but never analyzed ones, I wanted
to keep my research within this narrowed scope of freedom faith for this project.
Additionally, the fact that chattel slavery in America was particular to Africans
and their descendants; the fact that it lasted over two hundred years; the fact that it was
perpetuated in the South for an additional one hundred years through strict enforcement
of segregationist laws does not invalidate this implication of exclusivity; it makes it more
thought-provoking.
Finally, as a result of my research, I was also left to ponder the validity of Hall’s
firm belief that the failure of African Americans to pass on the freedom faith heritage has
rendered the Black community impotent in the fight for social equality. Whether or not
the assimilation of Blacks into the dominant culture, the hopeless and apathetic attitude of
some Blacks, or the more secular leanings of others have hindered the passing down of
the heritage of freedom faith, remains to be seen. Perhaps, additional research could
provide resolution to this and the previously-mentioned implications.
Donna Allen’s research of Hall’s womanist homiletic motivated me to explore
more of Hall’s rhetorical strategies through her freedom faith speeches. Other possible
areas of focus are Hall’s speeches pertaining to her work with children, her perspectives
on womanism in tension with her call to minister to men as well as women, and her
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rhetorical responses to oppression at the intersection of racism, sexism, and domination
both inside and outside the Baptist church. As Allen’s and Hall’s contributions to the
field of rhetoric motivated me, my hope is that my research will motivate others to join
further discussions and research of the speeches of Prathia L. Hall and the topic of
hybridized rhetorics.
Legacy
Teresa Fry Brown, Assistant Professor of Homiletics at Candler Theological
Seminary, recalls that Hall was as committed to the professoriate as she was to the
Christian ministry and she never tried to separate the two. Says Brown:
Prathia[‘s] ... insistence that I call on all the gifts and graces God instilled
within me to “do more” resonates even today. I believe that thought and
action, faith and education, the academy and the church, are theory and
praxis that are inseparable. ...I have learned, from not only Prathia, but my
other mothers and sister friends, that our lives are enriched with a critical
yet affirming exploration of all aspects of life on both sides of the
“borders” (“Remembering Rev. Prathia: An Interview with Teresa Fry
Brown”).
Additionally, Dyson remembers Hall as “one of the nation's greatest freedom
fighters, professors and preachers” (“Freedom was Foremost for Philly Activist”). This
statement did not come as a surprise, since, as a member of the professoriate, Hall was
associated with several universities and seminaries over the course of her academic
career, including United Theological Seminary in Dayton, Ohio, Interdenominational
Seminary in Atlanta, Georgia, and Boston University in Boston, Massachusetts. In
addition to the speeches Hall gave at Duke Divinity School and Princeton Theological
Seminary (highlighted in this work), she was also guest lecturer, conference participant,
or keynote speaker at Wake Forrest, Stanford, DePaul and numerous other universities.
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Yet, despite Hall’s popularity as a public speaker, her legacy is not found in the
erecting of campus monuments or the naming of campus streets, university halls, or
chapels after her. It is found in her rich rhetoric.
As mentioned earlier, Hall continued to voice freedom faith rhetoric in her
speeches between 1980 and 2000. Her rhetorical legacy is vivified in Episode Four of the
PBS documentary, This Far by Faith, where viewers (and readers of the transcript) are
privileged to witness her passionate delivery, as well as hear her eloquent words. As this
paper has enlightened, it was this episode that afforded Hall the opportunity to share her
testimony about the freedom faith of her parents and, especially, of the grass-roots Black
freedom fighters of the Deep South in the early 1960s. It was on this occasion that Hall
left us the legacy of a verbalized description and definition of freedom faith. As a child,
she had been educated in its characteristics; as a young adult on a mission in the South in
the early 1960s, at the risk of sounding cliché-ish, she knew it when she saw it.
Hall’s C-SPAN video, “Civil Rights Movement in 1963,” is also a part of her
legacy, as are the book reviews, book chapters, and magazine articles she left.
Prathia’s Daughters, the fledgling social network that bears Hall’s name, is yet
another avenue towards securing her legacy. In the site’s first blog entry, Jessica
Davenport, its originator, notes,
...Rev. Prathia [was] ... [o] ne of the greatest preachers of the 20th century.
...I was inspired by what I heard about Rev. Prathia’s life and work: her
upbringing in a religious, but politically engaged family in Philadelphia;
her early recollection of encountering racism at the age of 5 on a train ride
to the South (an encounter that perhaps played a role in propelling her
aching desire to join the Civil Rights Movement at the age of 15); her
leadership as one of the first women field leaders in SNCC; her
extraordinary rhetorical skills that inspired Martin Luther King, Jr. and
resulted in his “I Have A Dream” speech; her scholarly contributions to
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the academy as a womanist ethicist. And of course, her ability to merge
her unflinching commitment to social justice issues with her role as a
clergy woman through her fervent belief in “freedom faith.”
Because this work focuses on Hall’s Freedom Faith rhetoric and not on her
womanist theology rhetoric, not a large amount of commentary was made on the latter.
This is not to say that Hall was silent on womanist issues, as those portions of my
analyses that were relevant to womanism reflect. It is simply that the speeches I selected
for analysis primarily focused on freedom faith. For this reason, the Prathia’s Daughters
social networking site has been of great assistance to me in gaining an understanding of
the impact of Hall’s rhetoric on women preachers. The site is described as “network of
progressive black clergywomen and activists of faith speaking truth, forging community,
and standing for justice” (Prathia’s Daughters website). Through interactive sharing of
photographs, problems, perspectives on blogging topics, and preaching moments, women
in ministry are able to support and encourage each other as they strive to emulate the
character of their spiritual mother, Prathia L. Hall. The site invites viewers to come, join
the online community of women determined to bring about social justice in their
neighborhoods and churches. It invites them to come, join the discussion with likeminded scholars, theologians, and emerging freedom fighters who are not afraid to
expand their voices, often with audacity, to deflate racism, sexism, and social injustice. It
invites them to come and help in the spreading of Hall’s “freedom faith” tradition with
ministers outside the pages of the website, and especially to younger generations of
African Americans. It invites them to come, join this digital generation of Prathia’s
daughters who will not permit the silencing of freedom’s voice ever again.
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Because of the Prathia’s Daughters website and the other previously mentioned
avenues, Hall’s legacy lives in the hearts and spirits of not only her daughters (and sons)
in ministry, but also in the hearts and spirits of her biological son, DuBois, former
students, audiences then and now, and this researcher, who feels immensely privileged to
have played a role in the recovery of the voice of Prathia L. Hall.
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Appendix A
Poem, “Eulogy for Prathia Hall Wynn”
Written by Wilda Rudolph
“Faithful Love and Loyalty join together; Saving Justice and Peace embrace”
(Jerusalem Bible, Ps. 85.10)

Night riders whose shots
grazed your skin could not deter you.
The deputy whose bullets danced
around your feet, who threw you
in a Georgia jail, could not defeat you.
State troopers and their horses
on Bloody Sunday on Edmund Pettus Bridge
could not destroy you or your dream
of that elusive embrace of justice and peace
toward which you edged.
Even when you saw the wicked
swallow the righteous, the poor
sold for a pair of sandals, their heads
trampled in the dust, and glory
stolen from the children of your people,
even when faith trembled, still you believed.
Like Moses, you peered into that land
of promise not yet fulfilled.
Was that enough?

154

Appendix B
Sermon, “Let My People Go”
Delivered, February 1980, at Princeton Theological Seminary,
64 Mercer Street, Princeton, NJ 08542, (609) 921-8300

As we continue to share in the spirit of prayer, I ask you to join hands with the
person next to you, as we listen to a prayer which is a part of the folk tradition of Black
people. Let us bow our heads as we share in communication with God, as addressed by
slaves: Oh Lord, we come this morning, knee-bowed and body-bent before Thy throne of
grace. Oh Lord, this morning, bow our hearts beneath our knees and our knees in some
lonesome valley. We come this morning like empty pitchers to a full fountain with no
merits of our own. Oh Lord, open up a window of heaven and lean out far over the
battlements of glory and listen this morning. Lord, have mercy on proud and dying
sinners, sinners hanging over the mouth of hell who seem to love their distance well.
Lord, ride by this morning. Mount your milk-white horse and ride this morning. And in
your ride, ride by old hell. Ride by the dingy gates of hell and stop poor sinners in their
headlong plunge. And now, oh Lord, this man of God who breaks the bread of life this
morning, shadow him in the hollow of Thy hand and keep him out of the gunshot of the
devil. Take him Lord this morning. Wash him with hyssop inside and out. Hang him up
and drain him dry of sin. Pin his ear to the wisdom post and make his words sledge
hammers of truth, beating on the iron heart of sin. Lord God, this morning, put hiseye to
the telescope of eternity and let him look upon the paper walls of time.
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Lord, turpentine his imagination. Put perpetual motion in his arms. Fill him full of
the dynamite of Thy power. Anoint him all over with the oil of thy salvation, and set his
tongue on fire. And now, oh Lord, when I done drunk my last cup of sorrow; when I’ve
been called everything but a child of God, when I’m done travelling up the rough side of
the mountain; Oh Mary’s Baby, when I start down the steep and slippery steps of death,
when this old world begins to rock beneath my feet, lower me to my dusty grave in peace
to wait for that gre-a-t getting up morning. Amen!
I want to share with you this morning from a collection of folk sermons as given
to us by the late James Weldon Johnson. He writes that there were a number of sermons
that he heard in his childhood. And, he realized that he had heard the same sermon in
different times and in different places, delivered by different preachers; but essentially, it
was the same sermon. And in his collection, God’s Trombones, he shares with us some of
those sermons.
The religion of black people has always been a faith in the dynamic of justice; a
belief that the pendulum of the universe swings toward justice. It was that hope and that
aspiration that our people have continuously addressed, in their prayers, in their singing,
in their preaching.
And God called Moses from the burning bush. He called in a still, small voice,
and He said “Moses, Moses.” And Moses listened. And he answered and said, “Lord,
here am I. And the voice in the bush said Moses, draw not nigh. Take off your shoes for
you’re standing on holy ground. And Moses stopped where he stood. And Moses took of
his shoes. And Moses looked at the burning bush. He heard the voice, but he saw no man.
Then again, God spake to Moses, and He spake in a voice of thunder: “I am the Lord God
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Almighty! I am the God of thy fathers! I am the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of
Jacob!” And Moses hid his face. And God said to Moses, “I’ve seen the awful of
suffering of my people down in Egypt. I’ve watched their hard oppressors, their overseers
and drivers — the groans of people have filled my ears and I can stand it no longer. So,
I’m come down to deliver them out of the Land of Egypt, and I will bring them out of
that land into the land of Canaan. Therefore, Moses, go down. Go down into Egypt and
tell old Pharaoh to let My people go.”
And Moses said, “Lord who am I to make a speech before Pharaoh? For Lord,
you know, I am slow of tongue.” But God said, “I will be thy mouth, and I will be thy
tongue. Therefore, Moses, go. Go down, down yonder into Egypt land and tell old
Pharaoh to let My people go.”
And Moses, with his rod in his hand, went down and said to Pharaoh, “Thus said
the Lord God of Israel, ‘Let My people go.’” And Pharaoh looked at Moses. He stopped
still and looked at Moses, and he said to Moses, “Who is this Lord? I know all the gods
of Egypt, but I know no God of Israel. So go back, Moses, and tell your God, I will not
let His people go.” Poor old Pharaoh! He knows all the knowledge of Egypt; yet, he
never knew, he never knew the One and the Living God. Poor old Pharaoh! He’s got all
the power of Egypt, and he’s going to try to test his strength with the might of the Great
Jehovah, with the might of the Lord God of Hosts, the Lord mighty in battle! And God,
sitting high up in His heaven laughed---at poor old Pharaoh. And Pharaoh called his
overseers. And Pharaoh called his drivers and he said, “Put heavier burdens still on the
backs of the Hebrew children.” And the people chode with Moses, and they cried out,
“look here, Moses, you’ve been to been to Pharaoh but look and see what Pharaoh did to
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us now!” Moses was troubled in mind. And God said, “Go again, Moses, you and your
brother, Aaron and say once more to Pharaoh, “Thus said the Lord God of the Hebrews,
“Let my people go.” And Moses and Aaron, with their rods in hand, worked many signs
and wonders. But Pharaoh called for his magic men and they worked wonders, too. So
Pharaoh’s heart was hardened and he would not, no he would not let God’s people go.
And God rained down plagues on Egypt, plagues of frogs and lice and locust; plagues of
blood and boils and darkness and other plagues besides. And every time God moved the
plague, old Pharaoh’s heart was hardened and he would not, no he would not let God’s
people go. And Moses was troubled in mind.
Then the Lord said, “Listen Moses. The God of Israel will not be mocked! Just
one more witness of my power I’ll give hard-hearted Pharaoh. This very night about
midnight, I’ll pass over Egypt land – in My righteous wrath will I pass over - and smite
their first-born dead.” And God that night passed over. And a cry went up out of Egypt
and Pharaoh rose in the middle of the night and he sent in a hurry for Moses. And he said
“go forth from among my people, you and all the Hebrew children. Take your goods and
take your flocks and get away from the land of Egypt.” And right then, Moses led them
out, with all their goods and all their flocks. And God went on before – a Guiding Pillar
of Cloud by day and a Pillar of Fire by night. And they journeyed on in the wilderness
and came down to the Red Sea.
In the morning, oh, in the morning, they missed the Hebrew children. Four
hundred years. Four hundred years, they’d been held down in Egypt land, held down
under the driver’s lash, working without money and without price, and it might have been
Pharaoh’s wife that said, “Pharaoh, look what you’ve done and let those Hebrew children
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go. Who’s gonna serve us now?” And Pharaoh called his generals, and the generals called
their captains, and the captains called the soldiers, and they hitched up all the chariots –
600 hundred chosen chariots of war, 2,400 horses. And the chariots all were full with
men with swords and shields and shiny spears and battle bows and arrows. And Pharaoh
and his army pursued the Hebrew children to the edge of the Red Sea. Now, the children
of Israel, looking back, saw Pharaoh’s army coming. And the rumble of the chariots was
like a thunderstorm; and the roaring of the wheels was like a rushing wind; and the dust
from the horses made a cloud that darkened the day.
And the children of Israel all lost faith. The children of Israel all lost hope. Deep
Red Sea in front of them and Pharaoh’s host behind and they mumbled and grumbled
among themselves. And Moses said, “Stand still! Stand still and see the Lord’s salvation.
For the Lord God of Israel will not forsake His people. The Lord will break the chariots.
The Lord will break the horseman. He’ll break great Egypt’s sword and shield and might
bows and arrows. This day, He’ll make proud Pharaoh know who is the Lord God of
Israel. Moses lifted up his rod over the Red Sea. God, with a blast of His nostrils, blew
the waters apart. The waves rolled back and stood in a pile and left a path through the
middle of the sea dry as the sands of the desert. And the children of Israel all crossed over
on to the other side. When Pharaoh saw them crossing dry, he dashed on in behind them.
Old Pharaoh got ‘bout halfway cross and God unlashed the waters and the waves rushed
back together and Pharaoh and all his army got lost; and all his host got drowned. And
Moses sang and Miriam danced and the children shouted for joy! And God led the
Hebrew children on, til they reached the Promise Land.
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Listen! Listen, all you sons of Pharaoh, who do you think can hold God’s people
when The Lord God Himself has said, “Let my people go!”
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Appendix C
Sermon, “The World in Whose Hands?”
Delivered February 15, 1989, Black Heritage Celebration, DePauw University,
313 S. Locust St, Greencastle, IN, 46136, (765) 658-4800

Thank you. I want to thank Stuart Lord for this invitation to share with you this
morning in worship. I thought Stuart Lord was my friend. After that most intimidating
and outrageous statement, I don’t know.
Is anybody in charge of this world? There is in our African American religious
tradition, a spiritual, which boldly declares that it is God who has the whole world in
hand. You and me; the little bitty baby, the whole world in God’s hands. Really? The
evening news offers little or no evidence of this spiritual’s declaration. It reports that
there turf wars from one side of the globe to another, from urban streets to Nicaragua,
Afghanistan, the West Bank, to the presumptuous posture of the super powers who do not
blush when they negotiate regarding their ability to destroy this world. The whole world
in God’s hands? Not the world according to Gorbechev or Reagan or Bush. They are
locked in a power struggle in which the much coveted prize is control of this world. By
their conduct, they take serious issue with the claim of our old spiritual. “This is our
world,” they seem to be saying, “and if we cannot control, we do indeed have the
capacity to destroy it.”
And what do we, the church of Christ, say on the matter? We appear to agree with
the world leaders. We read our papers, watch the television news, and wonder what they
are doing or are about to do with this world. We seem to retreat while the wrestling match
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continues. Oh, we make a few speeches, write a few letters to Congress, issue a few
resolutions or statements of concern, but we seem perfectly content to leave control of
this world in the hands of the super powers. However we choose to answer the question I
have posed, we seem to believe that the hands in which this world rests, or totters, are
certainly not our own. Is the world really going to hell in a hand basket? Some Christians
say so. And, further, they say that the best that we can do is to separate ourselves from it,
evangelize as many people as possible, and wait for the rapture, wait for God to rescue us
from this world.
This morning, I turn to the Lord’s prayer, the Lord’s priestly prayer for the
church, seeking the help we need as we struggle with this question. Perhaps it can be
found in a new understanding, a fresh hearing of this prayer of our Lord, the Lord of the
church, for the church. There they are, those who have traveled with Him all the way
from Galilee to Jerusalem. The trail has not yet been held. Even so, the death sentence
hangs like a shroud over His life. He has shared with them a meal of sacred memory. And
now, preparing disciples for his departure, He addresses heaven. He prays for Himself
and for the divine project. The hour is come. He is facing Calvary. But He speaks not of
suffering or gloom or darkness or death, but rather of glory. “Glorify Thy Son that Thy
Son may glorify Thee.” Through His death, the divine mission will be revealed and
clarified, and heaven will be glorified. “And this is life eternal, that they know Thee, the
only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.” And now, He prays for them, the
disciples He is about to leave. He prays that they will experience the eternal oneness of
the Divine Light. He prays that they will be one, even as God is one. He prays that they
may have joy, and victory over evil. He prays for their relationship with a hostile world.
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And then He prays for the church, for those who will believe through their evangel. But,
He does not pray for the world.
What is going on here? It seems reasonable that the departing Jesus would offer
special prayer for those who have walked with Him in this world, but what about the
world? He specifically excludes the world from this priestly prayer. “I am not praying for
the world, but for those whom You have given Me; for they are Yours. All that is Mine is
Yours and Yours Mine!” What about the world? The world did not just now come to be a
troubled place. It was in trouble then. It was a hostile world then. It was a mean world
then. Human beings were separated and alienated and hurting then! Indeed, Jesus was
Himself about to be lynched because of religious rivalry. Had Jesus given up on the
world? But, but, but I was taught in Sunday School, that according to John 3:16, God
loved the world, that this journey of Jesus to the world was a mission for the world. Has
our Lord become so disgusted with this world that He bids it adieu without even a
prayer? Is He now saying, “So long, world. You’ve had your chance. You did not
believe. Sianara. Auf Wiedersehen. See you later.” What about the world?
The question which rises from this text has haunted me for a long time. Every
time this question of the world has pierced my own heart, this text springs up before me
and draws me, yea, even sometimes drags me into inescapable struggle. The text seems to
have a life of its own; it has its own motion. My encounter with this text, with this
priestly prayer of our Lord for the church, is a dynamic one and I am drawn into its
motion. “And now, I am no more in the world, but they are in the world. The world has
hated them because they are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. I do not pray
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that You take them out of the world, but that You keep them from the evil one. As You
have sent Me into the world, so I have sent them in to the world.”
I am confronted by the text in a new and dramatic way. The past meets the present
and dares to claim a future. This conversation between heaven and earth seems to
embody all of the drama, the tension, the conflict, the paradox of the divine human
encounter. It is alive and in motion. Were I to diagram the motion of this text this
morning, it would look something like this: Thou in Me, I in them, they in the world.
Even as Thou art in me and I in Thee that they may be in Us so that the world may
believe.”
There it is! This dynamic is not exclusive. It is profoundly inclusive. Thou in me,
I in them, they in the world, for the world, that the world may believe. This unity not only
brings us to ecumenical worship that we may model the marvelous oneness of the blessed
Trinity so that seeing us, the world may believe, but it thrusts us into the world with the
world in our hands. Yes, the departing Jesus prays not for the world, but for the church,
and then, leaves the world in our hands. Our mission programs, our cheery Christian
slogans, our bumper sticker religion, our neat little Christian social concern projects, pale
before the dynamic implications of this prayer of Jesus for the church.
Search us and try us, oh God. Help us to become the church we are called to be.
Lead us into that oneness which is a reflection of the Divine Light! Lord, lead us to
oneness; not sameness, for we are a diverse people of God. We are African and Asian and
European and Native American in our ancestry. We are black and white and brown and
red and yellow in our hue. We are short and tall and fat and thin in our stature. Lord, give
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us to know that the blood of Jesus Christ makes us blood relatives, joined in a common
mission to the world, for the world.
Alas, even as I pray, I must also issue a warning. This mission, this assignment
world is more than a notion. I serve a tiny little church in an area where people hurt the
most in our society, in North Philadelphia. There, we make an effort to begin to approach
this assignment world at our own doorstep. I suppose in the jargon fashionable with
contemporary church folk, we would be considered a specialized ministry. I tell you, it is
not a glamorous charge; it is a tough charge. And there are days when the neighborhood
children to whom we minister are running through the place and it seems that ten or
twelve can authentically simulate an army demolition crew. More Bible verses and
cheery slogans will not do what is required. When, in the middle of the Bible story or a
music lesson they brake into the lesson the streets have taught them, to fight over
anything or nothing, I must confess, I sometimes find myself looking to the Lord of the
church and saying, “Lord, I know you said to feed your sheep but, these sheep, Lord?”
And, the Lord of the church, who has left the world in our hands speaks back to me and
says, “Pastor, these sheep! I have left them in your hands!” And then I know that we may
not gaze on them in the streets, or when we see them smoking dope on the subway, judge
them, shake our heads and abandon them. We are called by God in Christ to embrace
them. As difficult as they are, they are in our hands.
The world needs the church as interpreter, else the language of faith is distorted
into what Walter Brueggemann calls a royal religion which needs to be countered by the
prophetic imagination. Without the challenge of the church of Jesus Christ, the world
.will be left to believe that one nation under God means manipulating God to our side.
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Whether the issue is funding Somoza’s police force in Nicaragua or holding hands with
P.W. Botha, and the monstrous struggle of apartheid, the church into whose hands God in
Christ has placed the world, must be active and unrelenting. The Lord of the church does
not give us permission to simply allow the world to go to hell. My sisters and my
brothers, as I understand this prayer of our Lord in John, Chapter 17, the Lord is holding
us accountable for our deeds, or for the lack thereof. Church, what are you doing with
MY world?
It is a broken world—a world froth with broken relationships. Domestic violence
is turning homes into battlegrounds. We are called to be ministers of healing and
reconciliation. But if our understanding of familial relationship is grounded in some
notion of a curse in Genesis Three, the product of refugee camp theology created by
desperate exiles from Eden, we refuse to acknowledge that in Jesus Christ, God has freed
us from the sins of domination and hierarchy. We are new creation in new relationship
based upon solidarity and mutuality. When we understand that God has left the world in
our hands, we will see Gaddafi and Khomeini differently. We will not see them simply as
monsters with whom we cannot reason. We will be forced to ask, “How did they become
so unreasonable?” What crimes did we commit with the shah of Iran that makes these
people unreasonable now? Are we reaping a harvest of our own planting? These are
tough questions. But the Lord of the church has placed in our hands this world, and
demands that we ask them.
There is trouble all over this world. There’s pain and poverty; there is cruelty and
conflict; there is hunger and hurt; there is trouble and terror; but, my sisters and my
brothers, it is our world. And, I say to you, we not only have responsibility for it, we are
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held by God accountable for it. For, it more than problem. It is also possibility and
potential. It is more than hurt. It is also healing and hope; and it’s in our hands.
The historic contribution of African American Christianity to the universal church
is this absolute conviction that God cares for the oppressed, hears bondage groans, and
judges, not just the personal sins of human beings, but also the corporate structures of
human domination. Safe, carefully worded statements of concern will not change this
world. So, if we are not serious about being the Church of Jesus Christ with the world as
our assignment, I suggest we stay away from John, Chapter 17. For, to face this text is to
be confronted, to be challenged, to be interrogated, to be judged by it.
Our hope is in the knowledge that the challenge is not beyond us. When you
consider the original hearers of this prayer, what a ragged, miserable bunch they were.
They heard the prayer, and then immediately moved to repudiate every shred of
confidence the praying Lord had placed in them. One leaves the room to betray Him.
Another warms his hands by enemy fire and denies Him. By morning, all will have
abandoned Him. What a bunch! But, thanks be to God, the Lord Jesus did not leave them
to their own devices, depending upon their own strength. As they stood gazing at the
ascending Savior they were given holy orders to go to Jerusalem and to wait for their
empowerment: “Go to Jerusalem and wait until you are clothed with power from on
high.” This is the power that transforms weaklings into witnesses and frightened, fleeing
miserable mourners into messengers of the Good News and martyrs of the faith. Thanks
be to God, they were not left on their own, but were filled with the power to become
Pentecostal preachers with the reputation for turning the world upside down, or, in the
words of Sojourner Truth, right side up. By the power of the spirit of the Living God, we
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can face the challenge of our assignment. We can faithfully handle the world in our
hands.
We have a charge to keep and a God to glorify. It is to serve this present age, our
calling to fulfill. May it all our powers engage, to do our Master’s will. And for it, we
shall be called to account. So, arm us with jealous care, as in Thy sight to live. And, oh,
Thy servants, Lord, prepare, a strict account to give! Amen.
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Appendix D
Sermon, Untitled
Delivered July 1989, at Princeton Theological Seminary,
64 Mercer St, Princeton, NJ 08540, (609) 921-8300

The New Testament lesson is from the Book of the Acts of the Apostles, Chapter
One, beginning at Verse One.
In the first book, oh Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to do and
teach, until the day when he was taken up after he had given commandment
through the Holy Spirit to the Apostles whom he had chosen. To them he
presented himself alive after his passion by many proofs, appearing to them
during forty days and speaking of the kingdom of God. And while staying with
them, he charged them not to depart from Jerusalem but to wait for the promise of
the Father which, he said “You heard from me. For, John baptized you with
water but before many days, you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” So
when they had come together, they asked Him, “Lord, will you at this time
restore the kingdom of Israel?” He said to them, “It is not for you to know the
times or seasons which the Father has fixed by His own authority. But, you shall
receive power after the Holy Ghost has come upon you. And you shall be my
witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”
And when he had said this, while they were looking on, he was lifted up and a
cloud took him out of their sight. And while they were gazing into heaven, as he
went, behold two men stood by them in white robes and said, “People of Galilee,
why do you stand looking into heaven? This Jesus who was taken up from you
into heaven will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.”
The Word of the Lord. (Audience) Thanks be to God.
Do you ever long for the kingdom of God – the kingdom on earth as in heaven?
That which will set the world right side up? Which will resolve pain and poverty and
sickness and weakness and trouble and strife and war and hate and greed and doom and
desolation and destruction and despair and death? (Pause) I do. There are days when I
feel as Habakkuk felt when looking around him watching justice perverted daily,
frustrated and exasperated, he pranced into the Divine Presence and shook his fist in the
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face of God. “What’s the matter with you, God? Why don’t you do something! Evil
flies in the face of your justice. The wicked surround the righteous. How long will I cry
to you, “Help!” and you will not save? (Louder) God, what’s the matter with you? Don’t
you hear? Or, don’t you care?
Or, like Job, when patience ran out – “Oh, if I could find God, I would ask some
questions. Why do the wicked prosper while the righteous suffer? Why is there
sickness? Why weakness? Why catastrophic illness and trouble and sorrow? I want to
know. Do you? (Applause) Why is there poverty? Injustice? War? (Pause) Why, God?
All right. So you did not create poverty and war – we did. Okay. You gave a world of
plenty. Unequal distribution is a human phenomenon. Yes. But, since that is the case
and since unjust order is hostile to your order God, why don’t cha’ do something? When
will you show up, God? When will I see your face? When will you make it right? When
will you establish you kingdom, Lord? When? (Applause) When, Lord?
That was the question timidly ventured by a bunch of pitifully puzzled soon to
become prophets, priests, apostles on that mountain which overlooks Jerusalem across
the deep cut of the Kidron Valley – the mount called Olivet. If you can walk, perhaps, a
while in their sandals, perhaps you will be able to feel with them their sense of
overwhelming powerlessness. That must have been what held them in full sway. I-I
don’t know how they felt! I don’t know what they felt! We look at them – we look at
these events through 2,000 years of Christian history. But then, nearly 2,000 years ago –
40 days after that awful and awesome weekend marked by fear and failing which
separated them from their Teacher – at the moment of greatest trial – at the moment of
gross and grizzly suffering when grace was in hiding and grief held center stage (pause) –
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at the moment of that kind of trial that passes, or farce which passes for trial in situations
where oppressive political or religious power are conspiring to see that justice is not done
– and then Calvary, death, burial, and now, wonder of all wonders – resurrection. Oh, I
don’t know how they felt. But, in those sandals, it feels to me like puzzlement, and
confusion, amazement and yes, despair. And what about failure? They’d flunked every
test of faith. They had not understood His sayings. They’d been there – right there.
They’d witnessed his healing presence and power. They’d seen his mighty works. They
had not understood. This thing was much bigger than they were – much bigger. They
dared to dream of a restored Israel - an end to the dry, disgusting, depressing taste of
defeat – an end (pause) to the footprint of the Roman Empire on their necks – an end to
their weakness and suffering - an end to their demeaning powerlessness – a chance to
hold their heads up again- a chance for political independence – national integrity. All
these hopes and dreams were wrapped up in their aching yearning for restoration of the
kingdom to Israel. And so, timidly, cautiously, they ventured their question. “Lord, will
you, at this time, restore the kingdom to Israel?” Now that was, it seems to me, a rather
plausible question, given the circumstances. Why not? If anybody could do it, he could.
He’d healed the sick, restored sight to blind eyes. He’d not only raised the dead but now,
mystery of all mysteries, here he stands among them - before them - risen from the dead!
You want to talk about power! That’s ultimate power! Doesn’t Matthew tell us that he
came up not empty-handed but announcing “All power in heaven and in earth is given
unto me!” (Applause) So why not ask him for what you want? Why not? If anybody
could do it, he could (Yes). If you want political and social order corrected, why not ask
the risen the risen Lord? Lord, will you now restore the kingdom unto Israel? It is not
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for you to know the times or seasons fixed in the eternal authority of the Divine Light.
Now, already, they are feeling like one cents…waiting for change. And he, the risen
Lord (Longer pause), their Teacher, the one who changed their status from servant to
friend – that one says to them, “Your question is out of order – inappropriate, irrelevant.
(Louder) It is not for you to know.” Or colloquially speaking, “It’s not your business.”
There! They’d done it again. They did not even know how to ask the right
questions. Thankfully, he does not close the subject – does not end the discussion and
walk away. No, times and seasons of the kingdom are not your assignment, he has told
them. But, their mandate and their mission, their present and their future, their healing
and their health, their transformation and their consecration hang on the promise that
follows that tiny little but. But, you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come
upon you. And yo-u-u shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea, in Samaria,
and to the end of the earth.” And so he answers their question by interpreting it and
instructing them. The critical question is not the kingdom of Israel but the kingdom of
God. He moves the focus from a question about the kingdom to empowerment for the
kingdom. And these soon-to-become prophets, priests, apostles are guided from
puzzlement to empowerment. His words are promise and commission. “You shall be
something new. You shall be what you could not be. You shall be what you cannot be
by yourselves in your present state. You shall be-e-e my witnesses. You shall become
representatives – my agents of the kingdom of God in all the earth to the end of the
earth.”
How welcome is this promise of transformation. From weak, puzzled failing
questioners to Pentacostal preachers – apostles of the church – ambassadors of
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reconciliation, and yes, agents of the kingdom of God. Yes, there are days when I stand
in their shoes of puzzlement; amazement; fear; failure; and despair. At such times I want
to know: “Lord, will you fix it? Will you establish the kingdom? And if so, Lord, when
will you do it? After all, if anyone has the power to set this world on the right track, it is
you, Lord.” And the Lord who came proclaiming the kingdom answers me as he did
those puzzled prophets – priests-to-be on the mount called Olivet so very long ago. “I
will not do it for you. But, neither will I do it without you. Indeed, I will do it through
you! I will bring the kingdom of God through you. And my Spirit shall empower you
and guide you, my witnesses in all the earth. You shall receive power for the kingdom
power that will transform you from fearful failures flunking every test of faith to prophets
of the kingdom whose being is defined and whose identity is determined by their
experience as my witnesses. Where there is sickness, you shall represent my health.
Where there is hurt, you shall be-e my healing presence. Where there is injustice, you
shall be my agents of justice – my doers of righteousness. Where there is poverty and
pain and pathetic powerlessness, you shall be my presence of power in the earth. I will
not bring the kingdom for you but I shall empower you so that you shall be the witnesses
on earth to that for which you pray when you say, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done
on earth as in heaven.”
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Appendix E
Sermon, “The Church A’borning”
Delivered July 4, 1989, at a Chapel Service at Princeton Theological Seminary,
64 Mercer St, Princeton, NJ 08540 (609) 921-8300

Our New Testament lesson - Acts Chapter One, Verses 12–14; Chapter Two,
Verses 1-4:
Then, they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near
Jerusalem a Sabbath Day’s journey away. And when they had entered, they went
up to the Upper Room where they were staying - Peter and John and James and
Andrew;, Philip and Thomas and Bartholomew and Matthew, James the son of
Alpheus, and Simon the Zealot and Judas, the son of James. All these, with one
accord, devoted themselves to prayer together with the women and Mary, the
mother of Jesus, and with his brothers. When the day of Pentecost had come, they
were all together in one place. And suddenly, a sound came from heaven like the
rush of a mighty wind. And it filled all the house where they were sitting. And
there appeared to them tongues as of fire distributed and resting on each one of
them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other
tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance.
The Word of the Lord. (Audience) “Thanks be to God.”
(Long pause) Last night, our New Testament lesson told of disciples were looking
for restoration of the kingdom to Israel but were instead, directed to the kingdom that
does not rise and fall according to the reign of monarchy. They were directed to the
kingdom of God. Therein to the community, they would become the community of faith.
We have shared a wonderful reading of Psalm 133. The Moffitt’s translation gives it to
us this way: “How rare it is, how lovely the fellowship of those who meet together;
sweet as the sacred oil poured on the head that flowed down Aaron’s beard, down to the
very collar of his robe; vital as the dew of Herman that falls upon the hills of Zion. For in
this fellowship has the eternal fixed the blessing for an endless life.” Pretty, isn’t it? A
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fellowship, a gathering, a community so rare and lovely that it is sweet as oil, fresh as
dew and contains within the very reality of its existence the blessing of ever-living life.
What do you see when you consider the community we’ve become? Do we approach
that psalmist’s description - a community so loving united that it is rare and
lovely…sweet, fresh, vital - blessed with life unthinkable? What do you see? Do you see
a private club, a rather respectable association striving to perpetuate itself? I was struck
by Fred Craddock’s powerful challenge in the recent commencement address at this
seminary, the last temptation of the church to rescue itself, to live, to exist, to endure, to
continue. And so to understand our foundational nature, at least, I revisit the beginning,
the church a-borning.
There they were, in obedience to the command of the risen Christ, waiting in
Jerusalem for their empowerment. A motley crew, a ragged bunch - confused - failures
who’d flunked every test of faith. Have you ever thought about who it was gathered in
that room -that upstairs room – in Old Jerusalem? I shall never forget a chapel service in
here, in Miller Chapel, during my seminary days when Marvin McNichols challenged us
to consider the diversity of that little band that Jesus gathered unto himself. Think about
it. That was a strange gathering of one hundred twenty persons in that room. Peter was
there. That’s enough for trouble right there (laughter). Peter, stumbling, fumbling, foot
in his mouth, when he’s right, he’s all right – when he’s wrong, he’s very wrong. Peter
was there, bringing with him a new burden - the awesome, awful burden of the guilt of
his denial of the friend he’d promised to stand with, even with his life. James and John
were there. Remember the mother? Remember her approach to Jesus? Remember her
request? Lord, I want to believe that she at least acknowledge that the Lord was about
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more than her request. Perhaps she offered, “Lord I know that you are about great things
in the earth but I have this one request of you. When you come into your kingdom, look
out for my boys (laughter). Put one of them on the right and the other on the left. You
may decide which one goes where but place them in the first seats in the kingdom. I
don’t suppose that that little band, even gathered as they were by Jesus, was that different
than folk that we know. I bet there was a hot time in the camp that night (laughter).
“Who does you mother think you are – one on the right, one on the left.” There they
were - in the room.
And, Matthew was there. You know about Matthew – the tax collector? You
know how people felt about Matthew. You know how you feel about the tax collector
(Yes; Laughter)– that one who served the Roman Empire by squeezing from the people
by any means necessary the substance that was required by Rome to be turned over to
Rome. And as a bonus, and a marvelous incentive plan, you must say, after he had
collected all that Rome required, whatever was left, he could keep. You know he did his
job very well. But there he was – in the room.
And with him, maybe even next to him, was Simon, you know about Simon? The
Zealot? The revolutionary? Simon, the representative of the people’s revolutionary
forces? Simon, member of the group that ha – was sworn to deal with, I think you can
interpret “deal with” – anyone who cooperated in any way with the oppressive Roman
regime? But, he was there. Simon, the Zealot, the political activist, the revolutionary,
was there in the room with Matthew, the tax collector. As my children would say…
Unknown Gesture – audience laughs).
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But, it gets deeper than that (that’s right). For, the Bible says, there were women
in that room (yes). Women whom Rabbis taught little boys to pray about “Thank God I
was not created a woman.” Women! Men were taught not to speak to them in public.
For the Rabbi said, “Men will talk.” Women who ever since human exile from Eden had
become the scapegoats for sin; women - pieces of property unable to speak in their own
behalf; women owned first by their fathers, then by their husbands and, in the event of the
husband’s death, to the husband’s elder brother. Nothing. Pieces of property passed on
for the convenience, the per- (stumbles) perpetuation (my Lord) of the group. But they
were there – in that room! What a strange assembly! What a ragged, motley crew! But
they were there.
So, what do you do? What do you do when you find yourself on holy orders
gathered in one room - together with all your baggage, your hang-ups, your bigotry, your
striving for first place and exalted space – what on earth could such a bunch do together?
Luke says, they devoted themselves to fasting and prayer. My-y (great emphasis), what a
prayer meeting! They prayed their way from strangeness to oneness. Not from
strangeness to sameness. They were still diverse. They were still different. They still
had their different personalities, their different backgrounds their different idiosyncrasies.
But, what a prayer meeting it was - from strangeness to oneness! For, these, we are told
were obediently waiting to gather in one place, on one accord, waiting for the promise of
power.
In the African American religious tradition, we believe that strange things happen
in prayer meeting (say that). We say that when the prayer wheel turns, the fire burns
(that’s right). And so it was with them. They prayed until the power of the Lord came
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down. Suddenly, something happened. You know that when a child is born, the doctor
or the mid-wife pulls the child from the womb into life (yeah) and slaps it on its bottom.
And it lets out a yell, announcing its live birth. There they were, in prayer meeting. They
prayed until the prayer room became the prayer womb (yeah; that’s right). And, the
Divine Mid-Wife pulled them forth into existence, slapped them on their egocentric,
ethnocentric bottoms (loudly - yes, come on)! And they let out a yell! My, what a howl it
was! They spoke as none had ever spoken. They speaking reversed the division of
Babel. They spoke in such a way that Parthenians, and Medes and Elamites and
Mesopotamians – oh, I think we can bring it a little closer home than that – Canadians
and Americans and South Americans and Puerto Ricans and Nicaraguans and
Salvadorians and Kenyans and Ganayans and those from France and those from England
and Commanches and Cheyenne and Navajos and South Africans and people from all
over the known world began to say, “I know what they are talking about. I know what
they are saying! They are telling the mighty works of God!” They were telling their own
story. Cappadocians and Egyptians and Jews and Libyans and Arabians were able to
understand and comprehend their message because they themselves had become Exhibit
A. They had become a might work of God. A band of narrow, self-conscious, selfrighteous, bigoted folk had become the church of Jesus Christ! That was a mighty work
of God! Simple Simon had become Petros, the Rock-man – Pentecostal preacher. That
was a mighty work of God! He was changed and so his name was changed. Seeing this
mighty work, I told Jesus it would be alright if he changed my name. That was a mighty
work of God! How can we, become the congregation of Psalm 133 - a community so
rare and lovely and sweet and vital and blessed that it contains within the reality of its

178

very life the eternally fixed blessing of life unto life unto life unto ever-living life? Why
did it happen to them? Obedience to the risen Christ? Common prayer in spite of
common strangeness? And Heaven responds to a prayerfully believing church. Such a
gathering is baptized by the fire of the Spirit – Cleansing Spirit, Energizing Spirit,
Guiding Spirit, Holy Spirit (yes, yes)! “And you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in
all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth.”
In 1989, two hundred and thirteen years after the founding of our nation, America
needs a witness. Canadians, Canada needs a witness. Church of Jesus Christ, ten years,
six months before the close of the century, this whole world is dying for a witness. We
must be, we must become that congregation that is a mighty work of God (yes); that
congregation that not only tells God’s mighty works but is itself God’s mighty works –
doing the kingdom’s agenda - doing justice, loving mercy and walking humbly with our
God.
A witness is not what you say; it is the righteousness we do (alright)! Come Holy
Spirit, Heavenly Dove – with all thy quickening power. Kindle the flame of sacred love
in these cold hearts of ours (thundering applause).
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Appendix F
Lecture, “The Preacher as Prophet and Priest: Preaching to Stomps”
Delivered March 16, 1990 at Princeton Theological Seminary,
64 Mercer St, Princeton, NJ, 08542, (609) 921-8300

I’m surprised there are so many in this workshop. I planned for a much small- for
a workshop (she chuckles) okay. And I would like us to be able to have some small group
activity or smaller group activity as possible. And so, I think the first thing I’d like to ask
you to do is to form some groups which we won’t use now but we’ll hopefully use as we
move on. And, perhaps the best way to do that, if we could have groups that are around
ten and if we could just begin here and count off, and if you will remember the number
that we assigned to that group and make a note of it so that later on in the week we can
have that opportunity for small group discussion. Would you begin over here…one..
(Audience counts off - inaudible). Those first two rows are group one…Group
Two…That’s four, or Group Three - I’m sorry. Group Four…Ten? We have a ten over
here – where is ten? Okay, that’s Group Five -Group Five. Okay, now on this
side…Group six…Group Seven – I hope I’m keeping track – seven? Okay, Group Eight
and…okay, and Group Nine may be flexible. Maybe you will join the other groups.
Thank you very much. (Pause) Let me, before I go further then, tell you one thing
that I would like you to do for tomorrow. We are here to discuss the preacher as prophet
and priest, and, there are two things that I’d like you to do. One, give some thought,
perhaps you have done so in selecting this workshop, give some thought to what that term
means to you; what it means to be preacher, and then what are the prophetic and at the
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same time, priestly elements within what you do and who you are as preacher, okay?
(Pause) Tomorrow, we’re going to discuss that. Secondly, I would like you to think about
– and we probably will not get to this until Wednesday and it will probably be one of our
smaller group discussions, but, in preparation for that, I’d like you to select a prophet and
look at the material that relates to that prophet and identify what you see as prophetic and
priestly elements in that prophet’s function and mission work (pause). Any questions
about that? (Inaudible question from someone in the audience – Hall answers) I would
like you to think about it individually and then, on tomorrow, we will plan for small
discussion on Wednesday, in which you will do it as a group. And, there will be clearly a
number of different prophets within the groups if we stick with the groups as we’ve just
sectioned them off (Longer pause).
This afternoon, I’d like to offer B. D. Napier’s definition of, ah, prophetism as
found in the Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible:
Broadly, but legitimately defined, prophetism begins with the historical Moses
and continues without critical interruption to appear in the persons of a distinguished
succession through both testaments of the Bible. For, prophetism may legitimately be
defined as that understanding of history which accepts meaning only in terms of divine
concern, divine purpose, Divine participation.
Let me repeat that second part. “For, prophetism may legitimately be defined as
that understanding of history which accepts meaning only in terms of Divine concern,
Divine purpose, Divine participation.” This is Napier’s broad definition of prophetism or
the prophetic function; and we will return to this definition of prophetism in the broad
sense. We will discuss it in terms of both Old and New Testament.
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Well, if that’s what prophetism is all about, what is preaching about and who is
the preacher? I want to stay very simple in terms of this definition. I’d much rather hear
how you define yourselves as preacher and perhaps we’ll take just a moment now and do
that. Just any of you. Would anyone like to share with us how you define preacher; or,
how you define or describe yourself as the preacher or a preacher. (Several audience
members give inaudible answers but Hall repeats): Alright, Proclaimer of Good News.
Yes? Truth given in love; interpreter of Good News. Okay. Somebody else? You do
think about this, don’t you? ( Hall laughs) (More audience responses) Yes, Philip
Brooks’ definition. Yeah. Someone else? Okay translator of questions. Okay, the teller of
the story. I couldn’t hear - naming God into life; provoking the community to look for
God’s presence and actions in life. Anyone else? The definition isn’t burning within you?
(She chuckles), okay. Let’s hold all those definitions that you have shared and all those
descriptions which you have shared and then that which is your own which you have not
shared yet. But, to be preacher, to be proclaimer, interpreter, that one who speaks truth
into life or Good News into the community; or good; to be that person, to be preacher, I
submit, is to be prophet and priest, to be called to be both prophet and priest.
I’d like to begin today by selecting one of my favorite prophets, Isaiah of
Jerusalem, and share from his experience of call and discuss something about that
ministry to which he was called. You are familiar with the text. It is found in Isaiah,
Chapter Six – all of Chapter Six.
In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and
lifted up. And his train filled the temple. Above him stood the seraphim. Each
had six wings; with two he covered his face; with two he covered his feet; and
with two he flew. And one called to another and said, “Holy, Holy, Holy is the
Lord of Hosts”! The whole earth is full of God’s glory! And the foundations of
the threshold shook at the voice who called and the house was filled with smoke.
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And I said, “Woe is me! For I am lost. I am a man of unclean lips and I dwell in
the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of
Hosts! Then flew one of the seraphim to me, having in his hand a burning coal
which he had taken with tongs from the altar and touched my mouth and said,
‘Behold! This has touched your lips. Your guilt is taken away and your sins
forgiven. And I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send and who
will go for us?” Then I said, “Here I am – send me.” The Lord said, “Go, and
say to this people hear and hear but do not understand. See and see but do not
perceive. Make the heart of this people fat that their ears and their ears heavy and
shut the eyes; lest they see with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand
with their hearts and turn and be healed.” Then I said, “‘How long, Oh Lord?”
And the Lord said, “Until cities lie waste without inhabitants and houses without
people and the land is utterly desolate and the Lord removes them far away and
the forsaken places are many in the midst of the land and though a tenth remain in
it, it will be burned again like a terabin or and oak whose stomp remains standing
when it is felled. The Holy See is in this stomp.
There is this traditional interpretation of Isaiah’s experience of call which submits
that prior to the death of the King Uzziah, the prophet was so enthralled with the popular
king, so inspired by, impressed by, involved with the presence of King Uzziah that he
could not, as long as the king lived, see the Lord. But, when Uzziah was absent from the
scene, Isaiah was now open to a brand new religious experience. Well, that’s one offer.
I’m not sure about that. There is nothing in the text that suggests that Isaiah’s experience
of call was post-death of Uzziah. He does not say that it was before Uzziah died or after
Uzziah died. But, he does locate for us this experience of call, not in some ethereal wild
blue yonder, but in history - in that year that King Uzziah died I, Isaiah, had an
experience that I have never had before. He must have been, yes, in the temple. And his
experience was one of a vision of the Holy. “I saw the Lord,” he testified,” high and
lifted up.” I saw six-winged heavenly creatures with two wings covering their faces; and
with two wings, the nakedness of their bodies from head to foot, indeed! and with two
wings, they were messengers, doing the divine bidding.” He says he heard what he had
never heard before; heard one calling to the other; one heavenly creature calling to the
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other. “Holy! Holy! Holy is the Lord of Hosts! The whole earth is full of God’s glory!”
It was not just what he saw, not just what he heard! He felt the foundations of the
thresholds of the temple shaking at this voice and the house was filled with smoke.
Well, what do you do when you find yourself in the presence of the Holy of
Holies? What do you do? It was, you know, tradition in Israel that it was impossible to
see God and live. And yet, it seems that everytime there was someone who was going to
be used in a special way, that person had some kind of experience of seeing the Lord
(Pause). In the presence of Righteousness itself, Isaiah was called to confession. Jacob’s
witness was “I will change the name of this place because I have seen God face to face
and it saved my life. To see the One whom it was believed no one could see and live. But
it was Jacob’s witness that that sight saved his life. Isaiah’s experience was that in the
presence of the living God, I fell on my face, as it were, crying, “Woe is me! I am
undone! Wretched am I! I am a man of unclean lips and, the people that I live with, the
crowd that I hang out with are just as bad off as I am!” An unclean people!
The confession was followed by divine acts of consecration. “Then flew one of
the seraphim, having in his hand a burning coal which he had taken with tongs from the
altar, and he touched my mouth and said, ‘Behold! This has touched your lips and your
guilt is taken away and your sin forgiven!” Having confessed, and then cleansed, now
Isaiah hears a piercing question. The Divine Light, the Living God, God speaking to God
– not to Isaiah – but “Whom shall I send and who will go for us?” There is a suggestion
offered by David Sammons who is vice-president of the Interdenominational Theological
Center of Atlanta, Georgia, that the question not only was not addressed to Isaiah but it
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was a question that was more than a question; that he actually heard this question
reverberating, “Whom shall I, whom shall I, whom shall I send and who will go for us?”
(Inaudible) Isaiah, standing in the presence of the Living God and you heard this
piercing, reverberating, repetitive question. Heaven talking to heaven, I guess. But here
is Isaiah, overhearing this heavenly question, “Whom shall I send and who will go for
us?” What could he do except raise his hand and offer, I suggest, a timid and scared,
“(Hall uses a very timid voice) Here I am; send me.” Oh, I know we often read this,
when we apply it to ourselves, “(Loudly) Here am I; send me!” it’s bolder and stronger
and here we are signing up, enlisting in this divine service. I don’t know about that. It
seems that everything that Isaiah tells us he experienced was overwhelming and
compelling in a sense and with a force that was certainly way beyond Isaiah. Here he is
caught up in this conversation that’s over his head, above his head, beyond his person.
But, it pulls out of him, “Here I am; send me.” I think Isaiah could not help himself
(Pause).
Many of us stop reading Isaiah Six at this point. The call has been heard and
responded to. “Here I am; send me.” We close our Bibles and thus ends the reading.
But, I would suggest that we linger in the temple a while. For if we are to find out who
the preacher is as prophet, we certainly need to stay and find out what this divine
assignment is. We need to linger a while and hear the assignment. We need to linger a
while and get marching orders, get our sense of direction straight. Isaiah offers his “Here
I am.” I don’t think he was shining up (Applause). I don’t think he was running for boy
scout of the year or man of Jerusalem. I don’t even think her was trying to rack up
brownie points in heaven. But, there was something going on that was beyond Isaiah but
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something into which Isaiah was being drawn, was being pulled, perhaps even in spite of
himself. “I said, ‘here I am; send me.” And the Lord said, “Go, and say to this people,
Hear and hear but do not understand. See and see but do not perceive. Make the heart of
this people fat that their ears and their ears heavy and shut their eyes lest they see with
their eyes and hear with their ears and understand with their hearts and turn and be
healed.”
Well, there’s been much scholarly discussion about this part; much discussion
about the call and the assignment. What is God doing? Is God saying, “Isaiah, go and
make sure that these people never understand what’s going on? Go and give to them a
message that they will hear but not hear? They have eyes but they will not see? Go and
confuse these people and see to it that they are never saved?”
Well, I can’t suggest how each of you might answer that question. I hope at some
point this week you will share it with me. But in the religious tradition that nurtured me,
we don’t understand God to play those kinds of games (pause); to say to the prophet go
and make sure they don’t hear. Nor do we understand God to offer that kind of puzzle
that go tell them that which is beyond them. Perhaps, God is simply leveling with the
prophet, warning him, if you will; warning him that he is not being called to a popularity
contest; warning him that the assignment is not an easy word which makes people
comfortable but it is a hard word, a harsh word, if you will, a word that people will hear
and not hear at the same time. Hearing every word, understanding the scope of the
message but receiving it not. Rejecting it even as they are hearing it. That they will see
but will not want to understand. In fact, suggests Shannon, the heart of this people that
they will get so angry with you, prophet, that their shirts will literally swell up with
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anger. They will not wish to hear you. They will not wish to see you. They will not wish
to hear with their ears or understand with their hearts.
Well now, if you’re – you find yourself on divine assignment, however you got
there , and that assignment is to go and deliver a hard word, a word that people will not
hear, will not wish to hear, will not understand, will not receive; in fact, you’re being
recruited for failure. No wonder Isaiah asked the next question: “Well, how long do I
have to do this? How long, oh Lord, how long is my tenure? “Until cities lie waste
without inhabitants and houses are empty and the land is utterly desolate and the Lord
removes people far away and the forsaken places are many in the midst of the land. And,
though a tenth remain in it, it will be burned again – again, like a terabin or an oak whose
stomp remains standing when it is felled.” Go prophet, go preacher, and speak this hard
word that people will not wish to hear, will not wish to understand but, and speak it until
the place is utterly devastated; until it’s an absolute wasteland.
Well, am I free then to stop proclaiming this hard word? I wondered about that. I
wondered about Isaiah’s tenure; about the nature of his assignment and the length of his
assignment. And, sometimes, I think in my ministry in North Philadelphia in a
neighborhood where people hurt the most in our society; where there is much
wretchedness; where we go and pick up children from crack houses for Sunday School
and those who go to pick them up are as afraid for themselves as they are for the children
they are trying to reach, sometimes I feel as if I am looking at that kind of desolation; that
whatever this word is that I have been and am being compelled to gi- to give, excuse me,
I am preaching to a stomp. The last hired, the first fired; what seems, in the 1980’s, to be
a legacy of hopelessness, contrary to when I grew up in the same neighborhood. People
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didn’t have money but they had hope. Everybody had a job. Everybody had a program.
Everybody had an agenda. And, everybody had a plan for their future, meaning a plan for
their children. And now, those busy hands and busy lives have been replaced by people
who look like zombies and in living in houses that look like a burned-out, bombed-out
war zone.
Oh, Lord, now, what do? What do I do now? What do I do now? It - I’m looking
at the stomp. But, says Isaiah 13, the Holy See is in the stomp. And so it seems that I am
compelled further, “Preacher, preach to the stomp.” Like an oak when it is felled whose
stomp remains standing, the hope of the future is in its stomp. It looks like nothing. It
looks hopeless. It looks as if there’s nothing to work with. It looks as if there is nothing to
hope for! Preach to the stomp.
The hope of the future is right there, in the ashes; in the crumbled, burned-out
building. In the hopeless, desolate people, there is the hope of the future (Applause).
Well (Pause), I think you would agree with me that Isaiah’s assignment, however
it was received and however exciting is the vision or call, was a tough assignment.
Deliver a hard word. And yet, somehow life and a future are related to the faithfulness of
his proclaiming that hard word in hopeless and desolate situations (Pause).
Sometimes we, too, have to deliver just such a word. A word which we do not
wish to hear, do not wish to say; a word which cuts in the pulpit before it ever gets to the
pew; a word which makes us uncomfortable and we know will make us unpopular. We
won’t have too many “Fine sermons, Reverend” at the door, not when I give this word!
And yet (applause), as is the case with Isaiah, we are not called to a popularity contest;
not to being the most eloquent preacher in town, but the most faithful; not to popularity
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or – or not– not even, not – not even to success. I mean, Isaiah is programmed for failure!
He will flunk! People will not even wish to hear him, and will not wish to engage this
harsh word long enough to understand it that they might be gripped by it. And yet, the
hope of the future, the potential for life, the potential for restoration, the potential for
living again (Applause) is in the faithfulness of his ministry (Applause).
How long? Even when there is only a stomp left, preach to the stomp.
Well, that’s Isaiah’s experience as, ah, as interpreted by this preacher. What about
yours? What is your sense of divine assignment? What is that word that you find yourself
compelled to give? Is it always a healing word? And when it is a healing word, is healing
always the first thing that we see; the first effect, the first response, the first result? Or,
do we see pain that sometimes seems to be inflicted by this word. Anger! Do folk ever
get so mad that their chests swell up and they walk on off, “I don’t really care if I ever
hear that preacher again.” What about it? What say you on the subject? (Long pause).
That was a serious question (Another long pause). How does this call of Isaiah’s
and this overwhelmingly difficult assignment translate in your experience?
Audience (Inaudible). I hear you. I hear you. Want to say more? Okay. Yes?
(Audience still inaudible) Okay. Okay, you’re throwing my question back at me – how
does this translate in my experience? Is that how it is with you? Is it that you find
yourself having to do an impossible assignment or, at least, a risky one. And what
happens when the challenge is not received?
(Tape ends with Hall dialoging with the audience, audience making inaudible
comments, and Hall responding with “okay, yes, um – hum” and similar affirmations).
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Appendix G
Workshop Speech “Dare We Preach?”
Delivered March 16, 1990 at the 12th Annual Conference
of the National Association of Black Seminarians at Princeton Theological Seminary,
64 Mercer St, Princeton, NJ 08540, (609) 921-8300

I certainly want to thank the Association of Black Seminarians for extending to
me the invitation and opportunity to share with you today, and it is a privilege and an
opportunity. I said yesterday afternoon that I really sense a different kind of seriousness
in this conference. I’ve been coming to seminaries, black seminarians’ conferences for
some time in one capacity or another and I sense something different here, and I hope I’m
right. Because I do truly believe that this is a terrible moment, an awesome moment; and
if there is some sense of the moment in us and some willingness to embrace it, then to
God be the glory.
I also wanted to express my appreciation for those faculty people, Cane Felder
and others, who have been mentoring the Association at this point in its development
because that’s critically important, too. But, the way in which you’re structuring yourself
in terms of having regional conferences, regional organizations, and an action agenda is
just critically important and really gladdens my heart because it says to me that you are
locating yourselves in a position to make a difference. And, ultimately, that is what the
African American education tradition is all about. We’re going to talk about the
preaching tradition today, but the education tradition is that we are educated, not for
upward mobility, not for larger and larger pulpits; but we are educated for service,
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educated to make a difference. And if there is some sense of that, if we’re not running
around with, you know, pride in our M. Divs. and our Harvard’s and our Princeton’s and
our whatever’s, but understand that there is a purpose for our education, and that is
service; that is making a difference in this world, then that’s a blessing.
The question that is the topic of this workshop, “Dare We Preach?” is, firstly, let
me say, a serious question. It is not a rhetorical question. It contains within it other
questions – questions such as how dare we preach? Questions such as do we dare preach?
Questions such as dare we not preach? The explanatory sentence which did not make it
into print is this: Within the perspective of the critical principles of the African American
preaching tradition, we will consider the contemporary challenges to the preaching
ministry in the African American church. My role is not to preach; nor is it to lecture.
So, don’t sit back and relax. But rather, my role is to facilitate your grappling with some
tough questions regarding your own ministry [pause]. Interestingly enough, much of
what I might have lectured about, were I to do so, has already been said. And that simply
says to me, that there is a God-intended agenda for this conference; a God-intended
message that has already been delivered far more eloquently and more competently than I
could hope to. This workshop will, I hope, assist you in grappling with the questions of
your own ministry, and assist you to integrate that which has already been said with the
challenges in your own ministry.
I had the eerie feeling or experience yesterday. Actually, the presentations made
at this conference have caused chills to run up and down my spine. I don’t how you’ve
experienced it but that’s how I experienced listening to Taylor and West and Cone and
Johnson. But, I had the eerie experience yesterday afternoon at lunch of sitting at the
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table and making a comment in response to an analysis that one student was offering
about the Civil Rights Movement and of the desegregation of public accommodations
only to, just a very few minutes later, hear Jim Cone from the podium, ah, make almost
the exact statement in almost those exact words. And that again affirmed for me that God
is present in this meeting and is concerned about what we do here (Long pause). When
there are moments like that, when we sense God’s presence, when we sense the Spirit
moving in what we do and what we say, we can be fairly sure that that is a sign that God
is about to move in a particular way and that God is preparing us or offering to us an
opportunity to prepare ourselves to be able to move with God in the divine agenda. I hope
that we will in the time that we have, wrestle with the creative, dynamic tension between
our preaching heritage and our preaching task.
Let me then, repeat the explanatory sentence which is a part of the title of this
workshop: Within the perspective of the critical principles of the African American
preaching tradition, we will consider the contemporary challenges to our own preaching
ministries. You are seated in groups to facilitate that. Unfortunately, the groups are still
too large. But, let’s do the best that we can. We don’t have much time and we have a
great deal of work to do. The first thing that I would like to ask you to do is to address the
question “What is that heritage?” that I keep talking about. Identify the critical principles
of the African American preaching tradition. Let’s take a very few minutes. We are close
together and back to back. So, it will be necessary to try to keep our voices low enough
not to distract the groups around us and yet clear enough so that we can hear each other in
the groups in which we are sitting. Would you, for the next few minutes, address this
question, “What is the Heritage? What are the critical principles of the African American
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preaching tradition?” (Pause. It appears that the tape was edited to cut out discussion
time.)
Can I get someone here to help us at the board. Some chalk? Okay. Not the person
who is reporting, not the person who is reporting. Someone else? Who will help us keep
track of all the group contributions?
Okay. O-k-a-y! Alright. Can we - thank you.
Let’s start with the group back here (Shhshhh!). What did you decide were two
principles of the African American preaching tradition? (Respondent is inaudible)
Can you speak up louder? Okay (Respondent still inaudible) A retelling of our
story. (Pause) Okay. Let’s keep it at that for the moment. Okay. And the other – your
second one? (Inaudible) Okay, applicable to our lives. Okay, the story, retelling of the
story – okay – okay. The story, retelling the story of scripture. Okay. Yeah, just read the
list - The story, retelling of the story, which is the story of scripture, that’s just
explanation. Applicable to our lives – I guess that’s where our story comes in. Okay,
applicable to our lives. Okay.
This group? (Inaudible responses) So, the principle in that is? Okay.
Personalization of the message. Okay. Go ahead. Okay. Spirit The Spirit is active
(Pause) Making it real. Thank you.
Okay, right here. This group? (Inaudible response) Can you speak a little louder?
Okay. The preacher - the preacher, okay, the preacher’s identity in Christ. Okay. -Praxis
Ministry. Praxis – p-r-a-x – (Pause) dash liberation. Okay. Okay?
Group right here? Wait a minute. Let’s give her a chance to – you okay? Okay.
(Lengthy inaudible response) Okay, say that again (Laughter)? How we live today,
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okay, our existential reality. You’ve got these fifty dollar words in here (Hall Laughs
(Apparently someone asks her to define existential). I refuse to do that in this group (Hall
and audience laugh). Okay. Come right on in. Do we have one vacant chair back there?
Is there one vacant chair in that group? Okay. And, did we use the one that was over
here? Perhaps we can get a chair from another room or something. You can join this
group; it’s the smaller one. Okay? Alright. Where were we? Our existential reality and
what was your sentence, though, about eschatology? Pointing to (Pause) Eschatology –
pointing to the eschaton. Okay. Yep. Okay. Thank you.
This group? (Lengthy, inaudible, and excited responses). Okay. Let’s – Okay.
Okay! Alright. Let’s keep our voices down so we can...Okay. A lifestyle with
social and political action. Okay. Okay.
So, we see (Pause) as central to the African American preaching tradition,
preaching which tells the story which is applicable to our lives, which has a personalized
message, as an event in which the Spirit is active and makes it real, has as crucial to it,
the preacher’s identity in Christ and a liberation praxis. So, it’s not only a personalization
of the message but it’s an actualization of the message in, the social order. Okay. It’s an
existential reality, a right-now reality, which points to God beyond history, And a
lifestyle with social and political action.
Ah, well, what say you on the matter? How does that sit with you? (Inaudible
response) Is there anything up there that isn’t true? Okay. go ahead. (Inaudible response)
So, our humanity is affirmed. Okay. Would you add that? Okay.
Let me share with you, a couple of ways in which this comes together for me.
One has been presented to us in The Social Teachings of the Black Churches by Peter
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Paris as a prophetic principle that is at the heart of the teaching of the black churches.
And, does somebody know what that principle is? Does anybody? That prophetic
principle which Paris describes is the equality of all humanity before God; or, the kinship
of all humanity before God. It was stated over and over again by Richard Allen as “God
our Father, Christ our Redeemer, man our brother.” Paris is non-exclusive in terms of the
language restatement of that. It was stated over and over again, and still is, essentially, in
terms of God is no respecter of persons. And that principle, is so distinctive in the
African American preaching teaching church tradition that it is the distinctive which
makes African American Christianity different from Euro-American Christianity.
We often, you know, hear discussion, debate about a question is raised, “Why on
earth would African slaves choose the religion of their slavemasters?” My answer is that
they didn’t (Amen! Amen!). They heard the religion of the slavemaster, had their own
hermeneutic of suspicion, and understood that that was not real, that that was heresy, that
that was idolatry, that that was not real Christianity, and over and over and over again
affirmed that what they believed and what they professed and what they preached was
real religion. Or, for instance, in some of the slave narratives, we hear some of the
women tell—I remember particularly one woman’s statement that “We would go on
Sunday and listen to the plantation preacher, who was either the missionary preacher or
the white missionary or the black appointed, assigned slave preacher and then we would
go out to the – that’s what the praise house was about; that’s what brush arbor was about.
Go out in the brush arbor, out in the woods with pots filled with water or turned over to
absorb the sound in some way for some real preaching.” (Amen! That’s right!) And,
there was clearly a distinction – (Someone in the audience interrupts with an inaudible
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question) Yes? I can’t hear. Precisely. Precisely. And, that’s also my critique of the
principle and it has to be our critique of the principle because, again, as Cone warned us
yesterday against romanticizing the tradition. We must lift up that which has kept us
alive. But, at the same time, we got to keep on making it better and we’ve got to keep on
critiquing it. And, hold on to that. We will probably come back to it.
Ah, the other principle, which seems to me to be a critical part of our preaching
heritage is, is actually that which is central to our faith. And, and I am not distinguishing
between the preaching and the faith, not in the teaching, the moral teaching, or in the
experiencing and the expression of the faith. It is something that I call Freedom Faith.
And, that Freedom Faith is, it seems to me, the absolute, positively no doubt about it
conviction that God intends this people to be free, not slaves, and that God is at work in
the universe in behalf of that freedom. And, it seems to me that that was the belief, that
was the central principle, the central faith so that the – the faith struggle and the freedom
struggle were irretrievably woven together. And, faith fired freedom and freedom fired
faith. They fueled each other and, it seems to me also, that when that principle, when
those two aspects are - when there is continuity between the faith struggle and the
freedom struggle we make advancements. And, when there is discontinuity, we mark
time or loose ground.
I’d like to, ah, to describe this Freedom Faith just a little bit further. It was
righteous warfare, a holy cause waged in literature, on the speaker’s platforms, and in the
independent black churches of the North, and actualized on the plantations of the South.
A careful analysis of the available documents about the slave revolts indicates the central
role of the Freedom Faith. The statements by and about the three best-known leaders of
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these revolts, Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner, reveal that scripture,
visions, a prophetic call, Biblical imagery, and religious symbolism were central in their
motivation. These preachers lifted up the Old Testament apocalyptic, and therein, found
the resources that needed to resist oppression, even unto death. That’s what it was about;
resisting oppression, even unto death. Condemned to death at the age of thirty-one, Nat
Turner faced his executioners and when asked by Thomas Gray if he now considered his
actions a mistake, he replied, “Was not Christ crucified?”
Freedom from sin – personal – and freedom from bondage – the sin of others –
were twin yearnings, irretrievably bound together in the spirit of oppressed black people.
The notion that the quest for spiritual freedom eclipsed or became a substitute for
political freedom is just not supported by the evidence. Nowhere is the dual nature of
human transformation to be seen more clearly than in the development of the independent
black church. As it was in the brush arbor sanctuaries to which the slaves retreated to
practice their faith, so it was in the organized independent black congregations. Slavery
was of primary concern. Almost one hundred years before the Civil War, these churches
few in number, begin to appear in the South. The first were in Virginia at Petersburg and
Richmond, and in Savannah, Georgia. Gradually, these southern churches began to call
black preachers who learned to teach freedom whenever there was an opportunity, even if
it meant using code language as a precaution against white monitors and black spies. The
dilemma of these slave preachers, facing severe persecution for preaching at all, and in
many cases, risking certain death if caught preaching rebellion, is illustrated by Paul
Lawrence Dunbar’s antebellum sermon in which the preacher tells the Exodus story and
its application, as you’ve said here, to the situation of slavery, while carefully veiling its

197

impact with phrases such as, “I’m still a preachin’ ancient; ain’t talkin’ ‘bout today.” The
Freedom Faith found expression whether in the cautious sermons of the slave preacher or
in the pulpits of the independent churches which emerged in the North in the years after
the Revolutionary War.
The action of Richard Allen and Absalom Jones which led to the founding of the
AME Church and St. Thomas Protestant Episcopal Church in Philadelphia opened the
flood gates. Philadelphia was described as a hotbed of ecclesiastical insurrection. The
first organization formed by Allen was not a church but a Christian club, the Free African
Society. The society admitted blacks, regardless of their religious beliefs and functioned
as an agency of mutual support. It became a model which rapidly spread to other
communities. It was a community-oriented self-improvement type of class meeting. The
society sparked the rise of the conventions, which became the secular arm of the
independent black church. They developed together and waged the freedom struggle
together. The fiery oratory of abolition was spoken from these platforms and pulpits.
There was some tension between the blacks themselves regarding philosophy and tactics.
Wealthy Blacks who had been born free, such as Paul Cuffee, James Forten, and
Benjamin Banneker, articulated an idealistic, abolitionist philosophy. But for those who
had been freed, who had themselves experienced the degradation of slavery, there could
be no gradualism, and no compromise. There was an apocalyptic urgency about their
protest. Christianity and slavery were absolutely incompatible. For them, these
abolitionist preachers, one could not be a Christian and fail to oppose slavery. The free
blacks preaching in the churches of the North politicized the slaves. The address of Henry
Highland Garnett, a black Presbyterian minister, to the National Negro Convention which
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convened in Buffalo in 1843 challenged slaves to insurrection in the name of Christian
faith. Hear what he said:
Your condition does not absolve you from your moral obligation. The
diabolical injustice by which your liberties are cloven down neither God
nor angels or just men command you to suffer for a single moment.
Therefore, it is your solemn, imperative duty to use every means, both
moral, intellectual, and physical, that promise success.
This is the Freedom Faith that is essential to our heritage. We’ve described
various manifestations of it in our discussion. But essentially, it is a faith in freedom
(Pause) and a faith for freedom. And, when that has been primary in the preaching from
African American pulpits in proper tension with this liberation praxis, we’ve made
forward strides.
Let me pose, then, another question. We’ve described the preaching tradition.
But, I’d like you to take just five minutes–so you know you don’t have very much time–
just tell me what is preaching? (Tape ends with inaudible responses and some laughter
from the audience).
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Appendix H
Lecture, “Puzzled Pilgrims”
Delivered Oct. 5, 1994, Morning Session, at Office of Black Church Affairs and
Black Seminarians Union Gardner C. Taylor Lecture Series, Duke Divinity School, 407
Chapel Dr, Durham, NC, 27708, (919) 660-3400

Good Morning. In comes my very special mentor, Dr. Samuel Proctor. It is my
joy this morning to greet you and to express my deep and sincere appreciation to Dr.
William Turner and the Duke University Divinity School Office of Black Church Affairs,
the Black Seminarians Union and all daughters and sons of the most High God gathered
here. It’s a joy to be here. And I look forward to the times we will share together in this
place. I turn this morning and ask you to turn with me to the ascension story, for a closer
look at the experience of some puzzled pilgrims.
Have you ever longed for the ultimate reign of God? The world sat right side up?
The end to sickness and suffering, poverty and pain? An end to catastrophic illness and
the deadly menace of crack cocaine? Has anybody in here ever stood in that place? I must
admit to you this morning that there are days when I feel like Habakkuk. You remember,
he had been praying a long time. Ah, there, things were just in a mess! Wicked folks were
messing over the righteous, justice was being perverted, and God seemed to be no where
around. Finally, he could stand it no longer; pranced into the Holy Presence and shook
his fist in God’s face. What’s the matter with you, God? How long shall I cry unto thee,
help! And Thy will not save. God, are you deaf? Or, don’t you care? Strong words. I’m
sure that most of us are too pious to admit that we’ve ever felt like that. But I rather
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believe that somebody has stood in that place. We look around at the confusion and
turmoil. Babies, not having babies but killing babies, and wonder Lord, when will you fix
it? God, when will you do something about this mess?
Really, that was the question burning in the hearts of a group of puzzled pilgrims
out on the mount of Olivet so very long ago. They had longed for restoration of the
kingdom to Israel. They had longed for the chance to again hold their heads high. They
had longed for political respectability. They had longed for an end to the feet of the
Roman empire on their necks. They had longed for an end to alien soldiers in their land,
commanding and demanding and taking charge of their business, draining them of their
substance.
Can we walk for a few minutes in the sandals of these puzzled pilgrims so long
ago? Timidly, they ventured their question. Lord, is it now? Is this the time, Lord? Will
you fix it now? Will you restore the kingdom to Israel? Now, That seems like a rather
reasonable question to ask of the Lord, don’t you think? After all, if you want things
fixed, if you want restoration of the political order, uh, who should you ask but Jesus?
After all, these pilgrims had followed Him. They had traveled with Him all the way from
Galilee to Jerusalem. They’d seen him heal, help, and bless. They’d seen him heal
crippled limbs and crippled lives. They’d seen Him turn, ah, funeral processions into
family reunions. They’d seen Him nailed to a rugged cross. They’d seen Him buried in a
borrowed grave and now, miracles of all miracles, here He stands before them, risen from
the dead. And He didn’t come up empty-handed. But, came up declaring, “All power is
given to me in heaven and in earth has been given unto me” and then the best part, “And
Lo, I am with you alway, even to the end of the age.”
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And anyway, this was the task which they had historically assigned Messiah. As
far as they were concerned, this was Messiah’s mission, restoration of the kingdom to
Israel. And there was no better person to ask than Him. So, timidly, they ventured their
question: Lord, will you do it now? And The Lord answered, “It is not for you to know.”
Now, they already felt like a penny waiting for change. (Laughter) They’d asked their
Lord, their Teacher, their powerful Prophet their question and He tells them, it is not for
you to know. Or, in contemporary colloquialism, “It is not your business.”
There! They’d done it again. They’d flunked again, They didn’t even know how
to ask the right question. But thanks be to God, His answer did not stop there. He said, “It
is not for you to know the times which are fixed in the authority of the Divine Light.
Kingdom time, God’s time is not your business. I don’t care how you wage your stop
watch countdown theology, Kingdom time is not your business! But, you shall receive
power after the Holy Ghost has come upon you, and, you shall be my witnesses in
Jerusalem, in all Judea, in Samaria, and the uttermost parts of the earth. My sisters and
my brothers, that was the transforming moment. Their present and their future were
wrapped up in that conjunctive phrase. But, you shall receive power.
What did the departing Jesus do? He redirected their gaze from the kingdom of
Israel to the kingdom of God. .He transformed their status from pitiful pilgrims to
potential prophets. He moved them from questions about the kingdom to empowerment
for the kingdom. The reign of God is not your business. Actually, He said to them, in
answer to their question, “I’ll do it. I-I-I’ll do it; I’ll fix it. But, I will not do it for you. I’ll
do it; I’ll fix it. But, I will not do it without you. I’ll do it! I’ll fix it! But, I will do it
through you! And you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem in all Judea, in Samaria, and
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everywhere on earth to the end of the age. I’ll fix it. I’ll set it right, but I’ll do it through
you. You shall be my agents in the earth. I do not give you God’s assignment without
giving you God’s equipment. You shall receive power when the Holy ghost has come
upon you, and you shall be my witnesses. Not by wearing crosses big enough to be hung
on, not by toting Bibles as big as suitcases but by being, meaning, ontologically, that
everything that you are and everything you do and even how you breathe bears witness to
the truth of Jesus Christ. My sisters and my brothers, Five years and a minute before the
dawn of the 21st century, our world is crying, the world is dying...for that witness. Our
crack-crazed children and their mothers and their fathers are dying crying, crying dying
for that witness. Our politicians who regard social programs for those who hurt the most
in this society as social pork are dying, crying, and their victims, crying, dying for that
witness. And the Lord of the church says to the church, I’ll fix it, Not for you; not
without you; through you.
Hence, is our charge. Have you reported in for duty yet? Are you ready your
assignment yet? If not, I pray during this time we share together, during these lectures,
you will make yourselves available for the personal transformation from puzzled pilgrim
to prophet; to agent of God in the work of transformation, as we listen to the land, all are
crying, “Shepherds, feed my sheep.”
People of God, you have been blessed to be a blessing. You have been healed,
that you might heal. You have been freed so that you might set free. Go forth, therefore,
working and rejoicing in the power of the risen Christ.
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Appendix I
Lecture, “Passionate Preaching”
Delivered Apr. 30, 1997, at the Festival of Homiletics,
4th Presbyterian Church, 126 East Chestnut Street Chicago, Illinois 60611
(312) 787-4570

Thank you very much, Hayward, and thank you, to, ah, to Lectionary Homiletics,
to David Howell for the invitation to participate in this gathering and in this conversation.
Um, I am tempted to ask a question to which you may respond as I did to Hayward’s
question to me, which was simply by not responding. But I wonder how I was assigned
this topic? (Chuckle) It’s fun!
First I would like to engage in discussion of the terminology. The dictionary tells
us that the original meaning of the word passion was “suffering,” and, of course, there are
many additional meanings that refer to the emotions, to excitement, enthusiasm,
fondness, strong love, sexual desire, zeal; all referred to as passion.
What is preaching? I am fond of Philip Brooks’ definition of preaching as “the
communication of divine truth through personality.” The move toward acceptance of the
role of emotion in preaching takes us toward a more holistic, integrated understanding of
the preaching event. I choose to focus on the person of personalities in Brook’s
definition. I believe it gives us a rather circular, interactive process which engages the
preacher and the hearing and the divine truth. Passionate preaching, then, requires divine
truth, communication, and the preacher person.
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Passionate preaching is holistic preaching. Henry Mitchell and others help us to
understand the hearer and the process of hearing as holistic. It is the function of both the
intuitive and the rational cognitive spheres of being. I understand the preacher and the
task of preaching as holistic.
We all aware of that example of preaching which sometimes occurs, hopefully for
no one present today, when all the work of preparation has been excellent. The biblical
work has been wonderful. The hermeneutical and homiletical strategies are right on
target. The illustrations are awesome! They are not out of but are right in this world. And
the sermon still, as they, as black preachers often say, flops. It falls flat. It has no wings.
It doesn’t fly. Our hope is to engage a process which will help us to experience, to have
that experience on fewer on fewer occasions.
Discussion of passionate preaching is a discussion of the way in which the
preacher person is present in the preaching. I approach the topic of passionate preaching
as presence rather than technique. Passionate preaching flows from the preparation
process. If what we share is divine truth, how does the preacher arrive at an
understanding of divine truth or, which divine truth is to be communicated in this
sermon? Henry Mitchell’s admonition versus - against choosing a text or topic about
which the preacher is not deeply concerned is certainly worthy of our attention.
Once that decision has been made, we turn to the exegetical process, a dialogue
with the text. The preacher is aware of the presupposition which he or she brings to the
text. There follows a conversation with the text, often interrogatory and interactive. We
speak to the text and the text speaks to us. We bring our questions to the text and, if we
walk around in the text long enough, the text will question us. What finds its way into the
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sermon is the most exciting and/or troubling product of this process. Something has
happened which has engaged, intrigued, arrested the preacher. This interaction is more
than an idea; it is an event which grips head and heart. Seminarians often complain about
the intellectual rigor of their academic work. The complaint is, “All this academic stuff is
robbing me of my spirituality, my spiritual life is suffering;” to which I usually reply: If
your intellectuality robs your spirituality, maybe you’d better revisit that. For, I do not
understand intellect and spirit to be alien, to be enemies, robbing one or the other. For
me, the Spirit is the fire which turns the light in the mind, and we are our most
intellectual and our most spiritual in the same moment. This engagement of the mind and
spirit continues throughout the preparation process. My preacher father used to say that
when he preached the sermon in the pulpit, it was the second time that he had
experienced God, the Holy Spirit, regarding this sermon. The first time was in the study
as he prepared for the preaching moment. In the preparation process, the preacher is open
to the passion of God.
The second stage of the preparation process is the preacher’s intent to employ the
best possible means to share with the hearers what the preacher has heard. Dr. Samuel
Dewitt Proctor comments regarding the mentoring process in teaching or the mentoring
model of teaching that it is a life-to-life transfer. So it is in passionate preaching. The
preacher is aware of having experienced a sense of the life of God, which has now
impacted the preacher. The task now is to communicate that sense of divine life in a way
that will touch and transform other lives. The work of hermeneutical transfer and
homiletical strategy is directed towards the minds and the hearts of the hearers. Mitchell,
who has done so much to assist our understanding of the right brain intuitive aspect of the
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hearing process also identifies at least six functions of reason in that process: (1) Reason
monitors the intuitive; (2) clears away obstacles to faith; (3) provides linguistic
expression; (4) provides coherence; (5) motivates listening; (6) applies faith to life. At the
same time, asserts Mitchell, faith takes hold of our lives through intuitive and emotive
areas of consciousness. The key is experience. It has been said that an experience will
win out over an argument any day. I believe that’s right; experiences where the lesson
touches the life and to most effectively reach that place, the preacher must be in touch
with her own experiences of the impact of divine truth being communicated in her or his
life.
Rather than remaining outside the process and attempting to direct it from a safe
distance, the preacher is inside the process, open to how his or her own heart and head are
experiencing this truth. This is the knowledge which guides the total process of
preparation.
I turn now to the preaching moment. Richard Ward has warned us against waiting
until the end of the preparation process before carting out the delivery vehicle. I certainly
agree with his admonition. I would like to emphasize what happens in the delivery of the
sermon. What happens in the delivery event has been set in motion from the earliest stage
of the preparation process, from the moment of the sermonic idea or the homiletical
hunch. How the preacher has been present in the earlier stages of preparation determines
how the preacher has experienced the passion of God, how the preacher has been open to
and aware of her or his own passion, and provides clues regarding the passion of the
hearers. The type preaching to which I referred earlier in this paper, that which is the
product of excellent biblical and homiletic work, and yet misses the mark of the peoples’
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heart is often the result of the preacher’s failure to relinquish ultimate control of the
preparation process and the preaching moment. How vulnerable is the preacher’s own
person, head and heart, to what God is doing, wants to do, will do, in the preaching of
the sermon? When we are in total control, we miss the heart of the people because our
own heart has been missed. When we are vulnerable, something else happens. A friend of
mine once commented that we are never so naked in this life as when we have just
preached. That’s vulnerable.
Regardless of the awesome array of gifts and graces bestowed upon the preacher,
in the final analysis, it is not our project. The sermon is communicated through us. We
have the joy and the pain of our involvement in the project. But, it is not our project. We
are, therefore, not in charge of the outcome; it belongs to God. We can remember all
those occasions when, despite the poverty of our preparation and the total inadequacy of
our work, the sermon blessed. People were edified and God was glorified. We would love
to take credit for that event, but we know in our head and in our heart that the outcome
was not because of us. Had the outcome been dependent upon our contribution, it would
have failed miserably. Oh, no one has ever experienced that, right? It’s not our project.
When we have done the best that we can do this time and offered up to God to use as God
chooses, we are now (Pause) free to just preach. Oh, what a relief it is! It is out of our
hands! In the far more capable hands of God! That is cause alone for passionate
celebration.
The celebration is described by Henry Mitchell as the enthusiastic expression of
the theme of the sermon or, the resolution of the conflict. This medium is one of the gifts
of the African American preaching tradition to the whole field. I am convinced that it can
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offer blessings to preachers across lines of culture and gender. Frequently in black
preaching, the celebration includes the whoop, w-h-o-o-p; the musical expression of the
sheer joy of God’s Good News! This practice has been developed and refined by African
American male preachers. After all, for the longest time, that’s who preached in our
churches, men. But I see nothing gender-specific in the whoop. It is fun! It’s joy! It’s
ecstatic! So, why should the brothers have all the fun? Women, too, can celebrate, in
passionate expression, the wondrous gospel story. Our voices and our pitches will differ;
but our joy will not. And, there is no reason why your sermon cannot or should not
culminate in the joyous expression that is passionate preaching.
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Appendix J
Sermon, “Whosoever Welcomes this Child”
Preached July 1998, at the Children’s Defense Fund’s
1998 Samuel DeWitt Proctor Institute for Child Advocacy,
1000 Alex Haley Lane, Clinton, TN 37716 (865) 457-6466

Tonight I ask you to hear the word of the Lord as given to us in the gospel
according to Matthew, Chapter 18.1–7. Hear now the reading:
At that time, the disciples came to Jesus and asked, Who is the greatest in
the kingdom of heaven? He called a child, whom he put among them and
he said truly I tell you, unless you will become like children, you will
never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever becomes humble like this
child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Whoever welcomes one
such child, welcomes me. If any of you put a stumbling block before one
of these little ones who believes in me, it would be better for you if a
millstone were hung around your neck and you were cast in the depths of
the sea. Woe to the world because of stumbling blocks! Stumbling blocks
occur. But, woe to the one by whom the stumbling block comes.
How great is great? We enter this text at the point of a squabble – a squabble
about greatness. Matthew is rather reserved in his description. He rather politely tells us
that a question arose among them. Mark and Luke make no bones about it. They describe
it as an argument. John gives us the matter in a conversation between Jesus and
Nicodemus. But this discussion about greatness is found in all four gospels. And then
that was that other incident. You remember the mother of James and John, Zebedee’s
boys? Eh, she came to Jesus, eh, no question, no argument - just words somewhere
between a request and a command. “Jesus, when you come into your kingdom look out
for my boys. Put one on the right and the other on the left. You can decide which one
goes where but just be sure to give my boys first place and exalted space. I don’t think
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that crowd around Jesus was that much different from folk I know (Laughter). I bet it was
a hot time in the camp that night (Laughter). Who does your mama think you are
(Continued laughter and Amens) – one on the right and the other on the left?
Somehow, this is that issue which brings out the worst in us. It causes arguments,
reduces our behavior to that of childish squabbles. I’m bigger, I’m better. I’m more
beautiful than you are! And others of us consider ourselves too sophisticated to carry on
in such ways. We just presume (Applause and laughter) our own greatness and then
assume our place at the head table in the best seat. And sometimes we pull it off. We take
it upon ourselves to occupy the best seats and others do not question us. They presume
that because we occupy the spaces of greatness, we must belong there (Yes! Amen!).
And of course, we are much too polite to let them know better. But these disciples
reasoned that since they were travelling with the great teacher, they might as well settle
the question right now. Jesus, who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven? And, much
to their astonishment, He picks up the littlest, most defenseless, least regarded one there,
one utterly without status other than that of property, a child; very likely, a girl child (Amen! Applause), one utterly, utterly without status.
The society had come a long way, it no longer sacrificed children. That is, it no
longer offered them for ritual sacrifice. Ours does not either, but it does - that does not go
to say that we do not sacrifice children. But beyond that, children, along with women and
slaves, were the least of the least, the lowest ranked of stratified society. And now can
you imagine? Jesus responds to a question about the greatest by picking up the least—a
child—and placing her in the center of the group? He then levels the most incredibly
mind-gripping statement, “Unless you become as children, you will never enter the
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kingdom of heaven. Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the
kingdom of heaven.”
Here, Jesus makes it very clear which aspect of childhood will qualify for
greatness. It is not some presumed innocence of children. The more time you spend with
little ones, the more you know that they can be sweet and cute and cuddly one moment
and mean and even manipulative the next, if they do not get their way. No, it is not
childhood innocence nor even the credulity of children - that wide-eyed wonder we see
when they believe what we tell them. No it can’t be that. Alas! That too, is very fickle I
remember caring for a very stubborn two and a half year-old, who when I warned of the
dire consequences if she did not change her behavior stood still, feet apart, hands on hips,
eyes glaring at me and announced, “I no b’lieve it!” (Sustained laughter). Naw, it is not
the receptivity of children to which Jesus refers.
He said whoever becomes humble like this child shall be the greatest in the
kingdom of heaven. Jesus says if you want to be great in My realm, you’ve got to take
low; you’ve got to come down from your pedestal…down from your high horse, down
from your places of authority and notions of superiority. You must come down from your
high opinions of your own importance. You must become as humble as a child. You’ve
got to exchange places with children. Now, in our contemporary world where we often
idolize and over-indulge our own children that might not sound so bad. But we shall see
that when Jesus talks about the little ones, He is not referring to size nor stature. He says
the least of these, my little ones.
What are you talkin’ about, Jesus? You must be suffering from heatstroke.
Humility is vulnerability. Humility is weakness. I’ve been fighting too hard to become a
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winner. Now, Jesus, you want me to join up with a bunch of losers. Oh, you’ve got to
have lost it.
He is talking about the street child, the famine-starved baby with the distended
belly, and the body feeding on its own juices; and that child of wealth who is given
everything that money can buy but then is emotionally neglected or sexually abused in
the mansion; the littlest; the least. This Jesus teaching is so absolutely radical, it is very
difficult to grasp. Yes, that is indeed the way of the reversal principle in the reign of God.
The conversation of Jesus with Nicodemus in John 3 underscores how difficult this
change is. Jesus says the transformation is so profound you have to start all over again
with a new birth! The longer we struggle to conquer it by means of reason and logic, the
longer we will miss it. We just have to trust it and receive it. And that’s when we get it.
In the economy of God, the greatest are actually the least. And that means that the
weakest are actually the strongest. They are strongest because they are obedient to Christ
and therefore filled with God’s Spirit, strengthened by God’s power, and fired up by
God’s presence. Are there any questions now? Anybody got an argument now? It appears
that the Lord of the church is absolutely serious about our arrogant ambitions.
What do you think is going on in the minds of the boys now? They ask Jesus,
“Who is the greatest in the kingdom of Heaven?” He has answered the littlest one is the
greatest one. And further, if you will not assume the status of the child, you can forget
about who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven because it will not only not be you,
you will never even see the kingdom about which you are inquiring.
Now, as if that weren’t high enough for us to try to get our chins up over, Jesus
raises the bar. He says, whoever receives this child receives me. Whoever welcomes this
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child, welcomes me. Hear ye, hear ye, the means and the measure of your access into my
realm, my community, and my ultimate reign is the child. Love me, love the child. Reject
the child, you have rejected me. Not just a child, but every child. Not just your child, but
the strange child. The standard of your faith is how you regard children, says Jesus. To
receive them is to regard them, to respect them, to correct them, to protect them. They are
of ultimate value in the reign of God.
Perhaps the most difficult way for adults to receive children is to listen to them.
The children who participated in the 1969 publication, The Me Nobody Knows provide
us some opportunities for listening.
Hear Arthur Jackson, age 15: “I have felt lonely, forgotten, or even left out, set
apart from the rest of the world. I never wanted out; if anything, I wanted in.”
Hear Rhonda, age 7: “I have a dream. I wish that I could have a better block than I
have now. My landlord said that he was going to put swings in my back yard. How can
he do that when the backyard is junky? I do not like people throw junk and I demand a
pretty, good house and more food to eat. That’s what I demand. And, I’d better get it.”
Hear Lorraine…age 7: I’m having a terrible dream. I wish they would stop killing
people around my block, and Rhonda’s block. I keep dreaming that I will get hurt, keep
saying to my mother ‘I don’t wanna go out.’ But my mother says, ‘It is sunny out.’ I said,
‘That’s not what’s wrong. I’m afraid someone will hurt me.’
Hear VB, age 14: For what purpose was I born? I don’t see. To speak words that
no one will listen to no matter how loud I shout them? To throw up dates and events just
as I recorded them and be pronounced a genius? To sit through school day after day and
be referred to as a good child? To hear things that I shouldn’t and then be instructed to
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forget? For what reason am I living? To see man destroy each other and we listen to them
preach godliness and good will? To take things as they are and never question? To live a
clean life, only to rot away in your grave? To have things your soul desires prohibited?
To be told God is good but disregard the fact that the world, His so-called creation, is
bad. But these are thoughts I must not think if I am to survive.” (Someone in audience
whistles).
And, hear Craig S., age 16: “To whom it may concern: I have seen the last of
rising suns because my death is soon to come. I will no longer walk the sandy shores or
with my eyes the sky explore. I’ve lived in this big bag of tricks and I’ve struggled to
exist. But I am one of every fix whose mortal brain is so confused that I do not know
which way to turn. So while I’ve I waited, my soul has burned! I have reached my
destination’s peak. No more adventures shall I seek. So to discontinue my suffering
heart, my love, my life I shall depart - the me nobody knows.”
In a world in which children are so blatantly disregarded, so scandalously
undervalued; a world in which children not only go to bed hungry but die of hunger; are
abandoned in trash cans; or in and by poverty; are used, abused, neglected, or exploited;
we must be very clear. Jesus Christ has reversed the society’s social order. Therefore, in
our work and in our lives we will either stand for children and stand with children or we
will have no place in the realm of God.
Jesus now moves to seal this teaching with a word of woe, a word which out to
get our undivided attention. We are free to reject Jesus by rejecting the little ones. But we
ought be aware that the choice is not without consequence. If you put a stumbling block if any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believes in me, it
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would be better for you, if a great millstone were fastened around your neck and you
were drowned in the depth of the sea. He includes the little ones who are the new and
fragile believers in Him and states in the most unequivocal terms possible not only how
God regards children but exactly what is in store for those who hurt children, who mess
with them, who mess over them, who neglect them and deny them the essentials for their
growth and development.
And, He moves clearly to include not only our personal conduct toward children
but also our corporate conduct toward children. Tell city hall, tell the statehouse, tell the
congressional house, and the Senate. Tell the White House! Jesus says woe to the world
because of stumbling blocks. Woe to the world!
The Greek word translated here stumbling blocks is scandalizo, from whence our
word, scandal. The stumbling blocks are scandalous! Poverty is a stumbling block.
Defrauding childcare, child healthcare, public education, nutrition, child development,
juvenile crime prevention; these are stumbling blocks! It is scandalous! But please hear
the word f the Lord. Woe to anyone who puts a stumbling block in the way of these, my
little ones. It would be better for you that a millstone were hung around your neck and
that you were cast in the midst of the sea. Heaven’s searchlight is fixed on the society that
stumbles children—that scandalizes children.
And so my sisters and my brothers gathered here at the Children’s Defense Fund
Samuel Dewitt Proctor Institute for Child Advocacy Ministry, do you ever wonder why
you are doing what you are doing? Do you ever wonder why you get up early and stay up
late and labor long and hard for children? Why do you stand for children? Why do you
stand with children? You stand because Jesus said stand. You stand because your place in
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the kingdom of God is at stake. You stand in obedience to Christ who is still saying bring
the children to me and don’t you get in their way. For of such is the kingdom of heaven.
Such is the whole house of God.
But please understand you do not stand in a place of weakness. I don’t care how
frustrating the struggle becomes. Because of your obedience to Christ, you are the
strongest of the strong. You possess unsearchable power in your struggle because the
whole realm of God backs you up! Everytime you lift up a needy child, you lift up Jesus.
Everytime you stand for justice and righteousness for children you are standing for God,
and God is standing for you! God is standing with you! God is working in you! God is
working through you! So stand! Work! Fight! Pray! Lobby! Legislate! Minister to them
in His name! And hear the One who has called you to this Holy call: “Lo, I am with you,
alway, even to the end of the world.” That is the ultimate statement of greatness.
How great is great? God is great! That is our assurance of the ultimate faithfulness
of God. Stand for children. Stand for God and God’s children! And God now, always,
henceforth, and forever will stand with you. As you are faithful, so much greater is God’s
faithfulness.
Great is Thy faithfulness! Oh God, my Savior! There is no shadow of turning with
Thee! Thou changest not! Thy compassions, they fail not! Great is thy faithfulness, Lord,
unto me! Great is Thy faithfulness! Great is thy faithfulness! Morning by morning, not
yesterday’s mercies! Not last week’s mercies, not my father’s mercies! Not my mother’s
mercies! Hey, but morning by morning, new mercies I see! All I have needed, Thy hand
hath provided! Great! Great! Great is Thy faithfulness, Lord unto me!
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Appendix K
Sermon, “Freedom-Faith”
Delivered March 23, 2000, at Brown Chapel AME Church,
410 Martin Luther King Street, Selma, AL 36703, (334) 874-7897

Good Morning. How very good it is to say good morning. In the name of the one
who won the victory at Calvary [sic]. I’m so very happy to again be in this wonderful
place, to again stand on this holy ground. And Pastor Harris, I do genuinely thank you for
your gracious hospitality and for the graciousness of this preaching place. Thanks be to
God. I ask you to hear the word of the Lord as given to us in the letter of Paul to the
Galatian Christians. Galatians Chapter 5, verses 1, 13, and 14:
For freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then and do not submit
again, to a yoke of slavery. For you were called to freedom, brothers and
sisters; only do not use your freedom as a means for self-indulgence, but
through love, become slaves one to another. For the whole lot is summed
up in a single commandment. “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.
This, beloved, is the word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God.
I have come to this place, made holy by the blood of freedom’s martyrs, to talk
about Freedom Faith. The last time I stood in Brown Chapel African Methodist Episcopal
Church, the stench of tear gas was in the air. Blood covered the heads and the faces of
those who had been beaten bloody by the clubs of Jim Clark’s posse and the so-called
Alabama state safety patrol. People were sobbing, screaming in pain and in shock. That
day in March 1965 has gone down in history as Bloody Sunday. And now pilgrims come
from across the world to Selma, to Brown Chapel, to remember.
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Now I ask you on this bright, sunny Sunday in March in the year 2000, why did
so many put their lives at risk? They knew when the set out for the Edmond Pettus Bridge
that segregation storm troopers were waiting for them. Yet, they set their faces toward
Montgomery in much the same way that Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem. A mock
trial, humiliation, scourging, which was infinitely more brutal than a beating. Suffering,
agony, anguish, Calvary and death awaited him. And yet, He turned neither to the left nor
to the right. But the scripture says, “Set His face like a flint toward Jerusalem”. Why did
He do it? Paul says in this morning’s text that He did it for freedom.
For Freedom Christ has set me free. And indeed, the marches on the Selma Bridge
did the same thing. Through the blood, through the pain, though the tears, John Louis,
Bob Manse, Jose Williams, and so many more utter their rebellious testimony, “I woke
up this morning with my mind stayed on freedom. I’m walking and talking with my mind
stayed on freedom. Ain’t no harm, to keep your mind stayed on freedom. Hallelu,
Hallelu, Hallelu, Hallelu.” They sang as did our slave foreparents, “Oh, freedom, oh,
freedom over me. And before I’ll be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave, and go home to
my Lord and be free. Those freedom marchers of 1965, moved out in the spirit of Jesus,
and in the spirit and faith of their ancestors.” They moved out in faith, and with a faith
that had been formed over hundreds of years in the crucible of suffering and struggle. It
was a Freedom Faith. A faith in freedom. A faith for freedom. Grounded in the absolute,
positive, without a doubt conviction that God intended them to be free. That God had
brought them to that time, and that place, and that hour in history to boldly confront the
bedrock forces of segregation and racial injustice. The forces of death. And, they were
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convinced that God was right now, standing with them. And therefore they would not go
down in defeat. God in heaven knows they did not.
That was the faith which burned deeply in the souls of our African American
ancestors. That faith in freedom. A central principle in African American religious belief
enabled them to survive the cruelty and brutality of the Middle Passage, slavery,
lynching, terror, segregation, discrimination, Jim Crow, Jane Crow, denial and duplicity.
And yet, remain whole persons. Who though bloody and caste down, were not destroyed.
It’s amazing isn’t it? It’s amazing. Yes, it is amazing. The Freedom Faith of our ancestors
still burned within us 35 years ago, and strengthened us to do battle with the
extraordinarily powerful forces of racial and economic injustice until, before our very
eyes, walls came tumbling. It is amazing.
But the scripture does not allow us to rest upon the Freedom Faith of our
foremothers and forefathers. It has a compelling word to us right now. Indeed it has a
word for us as we march into [sic] the 21st century. Paul follows his declaration of
freedom in Christ with the admonition, “Stand firm, therefore, in the freedom where with
Christ has set you free and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.” Now it’s one thing
to salute the awesome courage, vision, and determination of our foremother and
forefather. But, my sisters and my brothers, what is this business about standing firm in
the present tense? Stand firm in your freedom, says the text, and do not submit to another
yoke of bondage. Could this text possibly make reference to our handling of the legacy of
freedom struggles today? Stand firm? Why some of us are slipping and sliding so badly
we do not even wish to remember freedom struggle. There is regularly before us some
new wave, post-modern authority telling us to move forward without looking back.
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“Don’t dwell on the past”, they offer. They say “Thinking about the past will make you
bitter. Go forward. Don’t keep bringing up that old pain.” I can only admonish these sad
souls, that really knowing our past does not make us bitter, it makes us better. When we
know what we’ve come from, when we then regain the necessary coping skills to go
through what we must go through and our children are desperately in need of those skills.
Some of us have so relaxed out hold on freedom’s plow that we do not even
bother to register to vote. “All those politicians are all the same”, they say. “My vote will
not make a difference.” Yes, you’re absolutely right, you vote will not make a difference
unless you use it. Right now, the black population of Washington, D.C., is fighting for
voting rights. Some of us have permitted our eyes to give up the fight for economic and,
economic freedom before we have even begun the struggle. We have robbed our children
of their stories, because we have refused to pass unto them, what was passed on to us. Do
you really believe, sisters and brothers, that our babies would be killing each other, and
themselves, if they really knew who they were? If they really knew how precious the
price with which they have been bought? If they really knew that they are too rare, too
lovely, our only hope of a future, to expend their lives in drugs and violence? We must
tell them, we must them how it is that we have come this far by faith. We must tell them.
We must tell them, that for freedom, Christ hath made you free. That for freedom, the
warriors of Selma, Birmingham, Alabama, of Albany, Jacksonville, and Macomb, and
Danville, have set you free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit to another yoke of
slavery. Sisters and Brothers, the battle is not over.
The challenges to us remain before us. We are challenged regarding our
commitment. We are called to action right now. We are not to use these blessings with
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which—which have been purchased with the blood of the martyrs, to simply indulge our
appetite for more things. We are called to use the wonderful resources which we now
enjoy more that our visionary parents could even dream about. To continue freedom’s
struggle. To rescue our children. To set them on the road to full empowerment as human
beings who have been set free for freedom. We have been free, that we might set free.
And there is much work to be done. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit to
another yoke of slavery. Whether it is drugs or guns, or credit card caner, or
dehumanizing relationship, or poor self-esteem, or apathy, complacency, or ignorance.
Do not submit. Stand first in the Freedom Faith of our mothers and fathers. In the
Freedom Faith of our elders. In the freedom which we have in Christ. And let us know as
Ella Baker taught us, “We who believe in freedom cannot rest. We who believe in
freedom cannot rest! We who believe in freedom cannot rest” until it comes.
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Appendix L
Timeline of Freedom Faith Journey of African Americans

Timeline of African Americans’
Freedom Faith Journey (1619-1838)

Prathia Hall, c. 1957
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